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Summary
This thesis is a design-led investigation into how the proposed ‘Escarpment Mine Project’ could 
commemorate the history of the Denniston Plateau 
while at the same time, moving into the 21st century. 
The isolated ghost town, Denniston, is used as a means 
for building upon historic innovation, creating new 
opportunities for architecture.
The resurrected township is based upon three design 
themes: resisting Dystopia, a call for eccentric creation, 
and repurposing the past. Each theme emerged as a 
response to macro and micro site analysis. 
The project investigates the fate of our cities in the 
future, and questions the role of architectural design in 
this setting. Inspired by Ecotopias, the new township 
is completely self-sufficient, and sustainable economic 
opportunities are created in anticipation of the 
inevitable decline of the ‘Escarpment Mine’. 
The project pushes the boundaries, constraints and 
perceptions of architectural fantasy. The resurrected 
township goes beyond accepted building norms, 
establishing itself as a township rich in identity and 
imaginative spirit.  
The proposal repurposes the past to create an 
evolutionary architecture specific to Denniston. The 
new township adds another layer of history to the 
currently stalled site condition. The development 
enables future generations to experience the history 
of site through its architectural evolution. 
The Denniston township is a positive contribution 
to the West Coast.  The new township mediates with 
the past towards future ideals, manifesting itself in 
imaginative, unconventional architecture. 
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Foreword
Ever since I was a child, ruined buildings and ghost towns have fascinated me. The untold 
stories and changing form of derelict sites stimulates 
my imagination and triggers my creativity. There is 
endless opportunity to repurpose and evolve these 
deteriorating treasures of the past (Woodward, 20).
The back drop of many of my childhood memories is 
‘The Pine Forest’- a pine tree plantation forming the 
boundary of my family home. I would spend hours 
climbing and clambering through this apparently 
endless landscape with my siblings. We discovered 
both natural and man-made structures: abandoned 
huts made from recycled resources, tree huts 
constructed along the branches of huge pine trees, 
and naturally formed hidey-holes. Inside we found 
further curiosities – old tin cans, magazines, books, 
cooking utensils. While the personal nature of these 
items invoked a sense of intrusion, they were also 
what increased my desire to explore further. 
I was fascinated by the crudeness of these structures. 
I couldn’t understand how someone could live and 
survive in such a primitive manner. However, in an 
increasingly cluttered and hectic world, I can now 
see the attraction. In addition to financial benefits, 
there must also be a sense of beating the system: living 
without constraints and regulations, lying within 
margins but having the ability to feed off of it (Durrell, 
19). 
I will never forget the combination of emotions I felt 
in the moments of a new discovery.  I was enchanted 
by excitement, a sense of danger and uncertainty. This 
borderline of fear and curiosity would compel me to 
explore further. 
As an adult I continue to be driven to spaces that offer 
a sense of the uncanny, surprise and wonder. This is 
manifested in my fascination for radical architecture, 
including the works of Peter Cook, Eric Owen Moss, 
and Terunobu Fujimori. Their buildings appear to be 
constructed without constraints. Weird, quirky, and 
innovative, they take me back to the spaces I explored 
as a child.  Their architecture challenges belief and 
resists our accepted standards of what can be built.
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Introduction Research Approach
PART A: Design Context
Chapter One:  The West Coast 
This chapter identifies and examines the context of the macro site, the West Coast region of New 
Zealand. The region is chosen for two reasons: first, 
there is potential to significantly revitalize the region 
though architectural design, utilising the extensive 
amount of dereliction that scatters the landscape. 
Second, there is a current initiative by the Buller 
District Council to develop the districts environment, 
economy and social well being.
Chapter Two: Denniston 
This chapter identifies and examines the micro site, 
Denniston, selected from the group of site case studies 
assessed in Chapter One. The chapter is made up of 
three parts:  past, present, and future, and discusses 
climate, geography, site occupation, and personal 
experiences of living on site. The site was selected for 
the challenge of its dystopian characteristics and the 
opportunity to mine at the historic site once more.  
PART B: Program Requirements 
Chapter Three: Design brief 
This chapter introduces the design brief for the 
resurrection of the Denniston Township. The design 
aims respond to the public feedback of the Buller 
2050 project discusses in chapter One. Programmatic 
requirements respond to site analysis, and the 
‘Escarpment Mine’ resource consent application 
discussed in Chapter Two.
PART C: Literature analysis and Preliminary Design 
Response. 
Chapter Four: Design Triggers 
This chapter analyses three design themes obtained 
from analysis of the West Coast and Denniston. 
Architectural precedents are used as a means for 
drawing conclusions from each theme and preliminary 
design responses to the themes are discussed.
PART D: Developed Design
Chapter Five: Final Design 
This chapter outlines the design interventions in a 
broad sense, and then details each intervention within 
the urban scale proposal. This corresponds to the 
iterative design process carried out: experimenting 
with various interventions on a macro scale, refining 
each intervention, and moving into detail design. 
Conclusion 
This chapter concludes the thesis and reiterates how 
the design component has met the outlined design 
aims. The chapter suggests how the project could 
move forward in the future. It reinforces the positive 
contribution of this imaginative design to The West 
Coast.
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The underlying premise of this thesis is to challenge accepted architectural norms in New 
Zealand.  The role architecture could play in creating 
opportunistic futures is important to the future of New 
Zealand. Turbo-capitalist, conventional, production- 
line architecture continues to make up the large 
majority of building in New Zealand, detrimentally 
channelling New Zealanders in their perception and 
experience of the world (Jay, Pinder, Palasmaa). 
Contemporary architecture is too often caught up 
with sudden and impermanent styles. Buildings 
are treated as a commodity and once they become 
obsolete they are discarded (Huyssen, 10). There is 
little attempt to think beyond the immediate future. 
We live in an age of increasing uncertainty and 
negativity, dictated by global recessions and increasing 
evidence of environmental decline. It is perhaps more 
important now than ever before to dream, imagine, 
and create positive futures.
This thesis is primarily a design-led investigation, 
examining how architectural design can mediate with 
historic site to transcend the past. It relates to my 
passion for exploring derelict sites, and unconventional, 
imaginative architecture. The design problem is tested 
and solved through an iterative design process. 
I have identified an area of New Zealand - the West 
Coast of the South Island, that is in known to be in 
need of a social and economic boost. The intention 
is to speculate on the possibilities of creativity and 
development to move the district from depletion 
towards a more promising future. 
12
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The West Coast
The West Coast Region, the South 
Island, New Zealand. 
The West Coast region of the South Island is to me, a place of extraordinary beauty. Wild, expansive 
native bush sprawls across the undulating landscape to 
meet the rugged, kinetic coastline. Natural resources 
are abundant: green stone, gold, timber, and coal have 
drawn pioneers, entrepreneurs, and adventurers to the 
site for over 150 years. Since their discovery, mining 
of these resources has played a vital role in creating an 
economy for the coast and is responsible for boosting 
the country’s economic growth and prosperity. 
Throughout the West Coast there is a series of derelict 
industrial structures and ghost towns, remnants from 
the various mines that were once in operation. These 
places, widely considered redundant, are full of 
architectural potential. The West Coast forms the basis 
of my research and design. 
The following chapter addresses the past, present, and 
future site conditions. Site case studies are brought 
in periodically throughout the chapter to build up 
the context of the West Coast. Each case study was 
explored as a potential site for development. 
Today both the West Coast and the wider South 
Island are feeling the eff ects of a declining economy 
heightened by recent catastrophic disasters*. It is 
important to address this declining trend. This thesis 
argues that more creative and imaginative application 
of architectural possibilities are needed to solve the 
problem.
 ‘New type of thinking is essential if mankind is to survive 
and move toward higher levels‘ (Einstein, 13).
Introduction
* The Pike River Mine disaster 19 November 2010 which killed 29 people.  The February 
2011 Christchurch earthquake was a disastrous natural event, killing 185 people.
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Brunner Memorial
Blackball;
Waiuta
Denniston
Paparoa National park
Figure. 7. Previous Page: 
Punakaiki Rocks 
Figure. 8. Map of the West 
Coast. Red spots represent 
derelict mining sites. Labelled 
on the map are fi ve contextual 
case studies discussed periodically 
throughout the chapter. 
The West Coast
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Past Condition Case Study: Brunner Memorial
Figure. 17. Brunner Mine remnant Figure. 18. Brunner Mine remnant
Figure. 11. Brunner Mine disaster Figure. 12. Brunner Mass Grave
Figure. 13. Brunner Mine 1900
Figure. 16. Present condition of the Brunner Mine Memorial site
Figure. 10. Brunner Mine 1900
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The lives lost are commemorated by the preservation of mining 
remnants at the site. One of the Brunner chimneys has been 
restored to its historical form.
Design triggers: There is a tension between the life that is growing 
on the site and deteriorating man-made remnants. Over time, 
nature reclaims human intervention and all traces of the past are 
lost forever.  The ruin questions man’s fatality.
On the 26th of March, 1896,  An underground explosion at the Brunner mine, killing 65 people. It remains to this 
day the most significant mining disaster in New Zealand history. 
Mining has always been a crucial economic driver in the West Coast. Dating back to the mid 19th 
century, miners have resided there with the industry 
continuing to form the backbone of the regional 
economy (Generosa, Leung-Wai, 2). Insulated by the 
peaks of the Paparoa National Park and its wealth of 
resources, generations of miners have had little need 
to move from the region and the skill of mining has 
been passed down through generations (Dawber, 10). 
Despite the perilous conditions and the significant 
loss of life that has occurred as a result of mining 
disasters, the people of the West Coast wouldn’t have 
it any other way. The sense of camaraderie, living and 
working in a communal environment, and the hands 
on demands of the job, make it a highly obsessive 
profession. 
 “Mining culture runs deep on the West Coast. 
It is an important part of our history and our 
traditions, and it is the breeding ground for 
some of our values of sticking together, bravery, 
self-reliance, commitment to social justice, and 
independence.”
(Kevin Hague, Green Party MP)
Figure. 9. Old Miners Hall, Greymouth
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Case Study: BlackballPresent Condition
Over the past one hundred years, the reliability of mining as a source of income has fluctuated. 
Coal, the primary mined resource, has had varying 
demand. Ghost towns, industrial ruins, and the overall 
visually depleted nature of the coast, represents this. 
It is a tragedy that the area which was once one of 
the most populated districts in New Zealand (census 
1867) has fallen into such disrepair. 
The immediate future of coal mining is promising 
with increasing demand from growing economies 
such as India and China. Nevertheless it remains an 
unsustainable industry. The environmental effects 
are unavoidable with increasing opposition by 
environmentalist groups due to its unsustainability. 
Alternatives to mining must be created to resist the 
inevitable bust of the income supply and provide 
sustainable development in the future. 
“We do need development, the main thing 
we’ve got on the West Coast is minerals and 
we need access to them” 
(Pat McManus, Buller Mayor)
Figure. 27. Interior Brunner chimney
Figure. 24. Blackball Community Centre Figure. 25. Formerly The Blackball Hilton
Figure. 23. Resilient masonry chimney, at the derelict Blackball Mine site
Figure. 21. Blackball Mine 1902 Figure. 22. Campbell’s hotel, 1905
Figure. 20 Aerial Blackball Mine 1902
Figure. 1. 
Design Triggers: This is a setting for exploration stimulating fantasy 
and delight. Resilient masonry chimneys are iconic reminders 
of the once thriving past of the West Coast. Eccentric creative 
site behaviours form an incentive for promoting imaginative, 
unconventional, unconstrained architecture. 
The history of Blackball dates back to 1864. Originally the site was used as a base for transitory gold seekers but 
developed itself into a township with the introduction of the 
coal mining industry. Historically, there were 1200 people living 
there, today there is only 400. The Blackball Salami production 
and tourism have kept the town alive since the closure of the 
The township continues to be home to many creative 
individuals including artists, freedom fighters, and authors. The 
site is attractive to these individuals for its sense of isolation, 
and freedom. Since the mines closure, these individuals have re-
appropriated the site to promote alternative living..
Fi
gu
re
. 2
6 
B
ru
nn
er
 re
m
na
nt
Figure. 19.  Redundant coal truck crane
The West Coast
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Case Study: Paparoa National Park 
Figure. 33. Garden Gully Battery 
Stamper
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Figure. 29 Garden Gully Hut 1890 Figure. 30. Garden Gully Hut interior
Figure. 28. Garden Gully Hut
Figure. 34. Mining remnants at the 
Garden Gully site
Figure. 35. Mining remnants at the 
Garden Gully site
Figure. 1. Ibid
Figure. 31. Garden Gully Battery Stamper
Design triggers: The fragments of the past nurture the memory of 
the past mine site. There is a compulsion towards the tactility of 
decay. 
Neighbouring the hut is the old Garden Gully Battery. 
Constructed in 1905, it was used to crush quartz for gold. Over 
100 years old, it stands resilient to time. It is approached through 
dense native forest and appears through a small clearing.
The Garden Gully Hut was built in the 1920’s by gold prospectors. It is clad in corrugated iron with timber 
framework and flooring. It contains sacking bunks and has a large 
open fireplace with a chimney distinctive of the New Zealand 
hut vernacular. 
Figure. 41. Accumulative trace of past 
occupants
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Figure. 38. View of the Paparoa National 
Park
Figure. 39. View of the Paparoa National 
Park
Figure. 37. Hut chimney
Figure. 36. Creosus Top Hut
The Creosus top hut was constructed in the 1930’s by prospective gold miners. Corrugated iron-clad, timber-
lined hut with an open fireplace, table and three sacking bunks. 
Design Triggers: The hut acts 
as a vessel. The communal hut 
collects traces of occupation: 
hot coals remain from previous 
occupation, walls covered in 
graffiti collect cumulative traces 
of 80 years of use. These 
traces heighten the presence of the past. Recurring theme: vertical 
protrusions out of the landscape express growth. The material 
palette of the building is dark, which is in keeping with the 
context of the surrounding landscape.
The hut provides for the necessities of life. The main feature of 
the hut is the fire place where visitors receive warmth and can 
cook: It provides an innate sense of protection. The mantelpiece 
collects curious items, left by previous visitors. 
The West Coast
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Case Study: Waiuta Case Study: Denniston
Figure. 56. The ‘Red huts’ - prefabricated single miner dwelling
Figure. 67. The ‘Coal buckets  amongst other relics are found scattered throughout the 
plateau
Figure. 60. 
Figure. 66. The Summit of the Denniston 
Incline - The Brake Head
Figure. 61. 
Figure. 59. One of the remaining few buildings
Figure. 44. Snowy river battery falling 
into ruins
Figure. 63. Summit of the incline Incline 
(circa 1885 - 1910)
Figure. 55. Waiuta township looking West Figure. 64. Denniston Incline Brake Head 
circa 1900
Figure. 43. Aerial of Waiuta, 1930’s. Figure. 62. Aerial photograph of Denniston township in 1962. The township was 
abandoned shortly after. 
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Design triggers: Self sufficiency and its relevance in contemporary 
development. 
Ability for prefabrication and deconstruction. 
Rebirth and adaptation - repurposing architecture into new forms 
and function. 
Design triggers: repurposing the past for future occupation. 
The proposed mine development provides opportunity to reactivate 
the township. 
Using the fragments of the past as a framework for new design.
All that remains of the township today is a couple of ruined 
buildings and the Derelict Blackwater mine. Many buildings 
were sold off after the abandonment. The ‘Prefabricated Red 
Huts’ were popularly repurposed as farmers’ sheds. 
Since the abandonment, the site was inviting to alternative 
‘lifestyle seekers’. The abandoned mining buildings were 
repurposed as functional homes for these individuals. 
After 50 years of abandonment, it is proposed to mine again at 
the Denniston Plateau.
Waiuta township was established from 1905 when gold was discovered there. Due to its isolated location, the 
town was largely self-sufficient. The township continued as a 
highly functional town until 1951 when one of the mine shafts 
collapsed and work dried up. 
Denniston township was established  from 1882 when coal was discovered there. It was once a thriving and prosperous 
township, serving a series of mines and satellite villages scattered 
around the  Denniston Plateau. The township was known for its 
sense of camaraderie and community spirit. 
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The West Coast
Future Condition
Buller 2050 Project: Envisioning Our Future 
In March 2010, steps were under taken by the Buller District Council to enhance the future of 
the district. The Buller 2050 Project’s (‘the Project’) 
objective is: “To develop a 50 year strategic plan for 
the Buller District that outlines a future ideal state 
and the action plans for achieving that future…
It is considered imperative that the Buller District 
develops a long term vision and a plan for the future” 
(Murphy, 1).
The issues underlying this thesis, were mirrored in the 
Buller 2050 Project : to look forward and promote 
alternative optimistic futures though environmental, 
social, and economical imagination.  For this reason, 
the scope of design made a further refinement to the 
Buller District of the West Coast region. 
A main driver for ‘The Project’ is the finite life span 
of the currently reliant extractive industries such as 
timber, gold, and coal to sustain economic growth. 
The plan is a step towards enabling growth beyond 
the life span of these industries. Alternatives to mining 
in the future will need to be promoted to ensure 
continued growth. 
“Our task for a substantial time (or ongoing) 
will be to overcome current and future 
challenges and setbacks, use our resilience 
and ingenuity to shape the future of the 
Buller District so it will remain and become 
even more of a place worth coming to, where 
we can enjoy prosperous and peaceful lives 
in harmony with each other and with our 
environment”(Murphy, 3).
 
The purpose of ‘The Project’ is to:
1. Ensure the Buller District survives any future loss of 
current large extractive industries; and
2. Provide the Buller District with a distinctive advantage in 
order that people would want to (and would be able to) live, 
work, visit and play here(Murphy, 3).
In undertaking this challenge, the Buller District 
Council was to obtain and apply public feedback. 
Workshops were held in the 4 main towns of the 
Buller District – Westport, Karamea, Reefton and 
Punakaiki. The intention was to investigate the 
public’s aspirations for the development of the Buller 
District in the future. Two questions were used for the 
basis of discussion:
What three things do you value/ hold dear/ wish to retain 
about your area or the Buller as a whole?
What three things about your area or Buller would you like 
to change or see changed for 2050?
Figure 70 visually represents the results of the public 
feedback. Common themes of interest are presented 
in order of voted importance. 
The themes of interest as outlined by the public can be 
categorised under ‘Environment’, ‘Social community’, 
and ‘Economic opportunities.’ These three categories 
are critical when considering future development. 
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Future Condition
Figure 71 is a detailed representation of public feedback on the Buller 2050 Project. The specific 
desirables identified can be categorised into three 
areas: environment, economic opportunities and social 
community drivers. 
This thesis attempts to fulfil these desirables by 
challenging preconceived notions of architecture. 
“The best way to predict the future, is to create it”
(Peter Drucker).
 
Application of Results 
The extensive number of issues identified by 
participants in the Buller 2050 Project, in addition to 
the focus of the thesis, lends itself towards a hypothesis: 
a sustainable prototype for the Buller District that 
can be used to revitalise derelict sites and townships. 
The prototype addresses the following desirables: 
environment, economic opportunities, and social 
community.
Self Sufficiency: local sustainable energy supply ( solar, tide, wind, hydro) 
fresh food production, houses, towns, communities.
Sustainability: transport (biking, public, rail, boat), non extractive industries,  
horticulture, organic farming, energy, fishing, tourism, water supply.
Cohabitation: people to coexist with natural industries.
Retainment: sustain the unique natural environment.
Affordable: housing
Employment: sharing skills, increase diversity, new job generation
Education: apprenticeships
Development: proactive collaborative community (a continuation) ‘close knit’
Facility Development: parks and other communal/recreational facilities to 
enable community events etc.
Promote arts and music
Increase population: welcome diversity of people – rang of interests, person-
alities
Infrastructure – roads/port/rail
‘Promote creativity‘
‘Inspirational environments’
‘Increase national significance’
‘Modernize/revamp’
‘A place people want to move to: climate, 
community, opportunities, lifestyle.’
‘Remembers/values/retains history’
‘Health facilities’
‘Embrace change’
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Figure. 71. Diagram presenting detailed results of the Buller 2050 Survey
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Case Study: The Living Peace Project - Rongos Backpackers and Gallery
Rongo Backpackers, Karamea
Carbon 
Balanced
* Solar hot water heating
* Organic gardens to provide locally grown organic food meals to guests
* Complete composting system
* 4th Night Free policy, which minimises laundry, water use, electricity, detergent use etc.
* Rainwater collection
* Recyclable promotional material
* Full recycling programme
* Waste minimisation programme
* Room and water heating from locally grown wood
* 31 hectare nature reserve, which also acts as a potential carbon sink
* Permaculture farm that produces organic, locally grown food for staff and guests
* Fruit orchards, free-range chickens, sheep and cattle, vegetable gardens and woodlot
Within the Buller District is the Living Peace Project, an existing micro development that 
addresses the desirables of the Buller 2050 Project.
Rongo Backpackers and Gallery is an environmentally 
concerned, alternative, art hostel located in Karamea. 
It is considered a microcosm of the Living Peace 
Project, both Founded by Paul Murray. The intent of 
the project is:
“...to combine elements of art, travel, 
permaculture and education to create an 
environmentally, socially and economically 
sustainable business.” (Anderson,1) 
The original driver for the development was to:
“to create a place where artists could live 
and create, free from the shackles of societies 
expectations” (Anderson, par.5)
“The Living Peace Project thrives because it recognizes and 
embraces that we are all part of something bigger.  It creates 
a model ecosystem in which the Earth and its inhabitants 
rely upon one another and give back to one another, a simple 
equation which has been lost, forgotten, or complicated 
beyond understanding in places around the world.” (Ibid)
The hostel is home to both Rongolians (permanent 
residents), Wwoofers (willing workers on organic 
farms), and Guestomers (guests/customers). It is 
commonly noted by tourists that Rongos, is one of 
the hidden treasures of New Zealand.
No matter who stays at Rongos, you are expected to ‘indulge 
in your own self-education in any manner you can imagine.’ 
(Par. 3) “Rongolians,’ Wwoofers and ‘Guestomers’ alike 
are encouraged to be creative and express themselves, 
whether it’s drawing on the walls, composing music, or 
cooking, a liberal lifestyle is to be expected. Essentially, 
there are no rules. People learn, work, and play in an 
encouraging, optimistic, environment. 
The creative environment is not only encouraged by 
‘Rongolians,’ but the building itself now creates an 
ambience that promotes it. Bright colours splash the 
interior and exterior of the building, notes of positive 
previous ‘Guestomers’ experiences are sprawled over 
the walls and art work hang from the ceilings. 
The Living Peace Project, is always trying to progress. 
The founder Paul Anderson states that “there is always 
movement forward. It has no end (Ibid).” This is what 
continues to keep him enthusiastic about the project. 
He and the ‘Rongolian’ community are forever trying 
to evolve the project with new developments and 
ideas.
The aim of the Living Peace is to minimise 
carbon emissions, fuel, electricity and energy use. 
Figure 76 presents how these aims are addressed. 
Figure. 72. Exterior Rongo Backpackers and Gallery
Figure. 73. Wwoofers, Rongolians, and Guestomers at the Backpackers
Figure. 74. Communal dinner
Figure. 75. Permaculture garden
Figure. 76. Aims of the Living Peace Project
The West Coast The West Coast
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Case Study: Residential New Build Hector Case Study: The Old Slaughter House Travellers Lodge, Hector
Figure. 77. A loom, tool for artistic creation
Figure. 83. Unconventional structure, openings, details.
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The owner having experience in building took the upmost care 
in detailing joints, fittings, and fixtures. The staircase balustrade 
was a communal project, local artists designed and welded the 
decorative balustrade. The antique Fire place is an integral part 
of the home. It efficiently heats 
the home, and acts as a focal point 
being located in the lounge. The 
house is heavily insulated and uses 
a radiating system, connected to 
the open fire and the oven.  The 
house is  fuelled by coal, and drift 
wood from the near by beach. 
A new build in Hector, constructed and designed by its owner with the help of the local community. The house 
is completely self sufficient, water is redirected from a near by 
stream and used for generating energy and stored as grey water. 
Rainwater is collected.
Design triggers: The building contests norms with unconventional 
solutions and embraces creativity. The occupants are driven for self 
sufficiency.
Design triggers: The building blends into its surroundings with 
natural materials, following the terrain and reaching out into the 
sky. 
Figure. 83. The old Slaughter house.
Figure. 88. The building reaches out to its context. 
Figure. 84 The building nestles into he 
hillside
Figure. 85. The building follows the 
topography
Figure. 89. Everything that supports the 
building and lifestyle is exposed
Figure. 90. Split levels create 
unconventional spaces
Figure. 1. 
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The water supply comes from a spring near by the property. The 
house is heated by a radiation system fuelled with driftwood 
from the beach.
The building was made by hand with recycled timber. Electricity is generated on site through the means of a 
domestic hydraulic system.
The West Coast
Link
Denniston, one of the contextual case studies discussed earlier in the chapter, is an ideal 
setting for a future prototypal development. The 
derelict nature of the township, combined with 
current initiatives to regenerate its mining industry 
provides rich potential for revitalization. 
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Figure. 183. Map illustrating 
topographical context. 
Fig. 184. Aerial view of 
Denniston
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Introduction The Abandoned Denniston Township, 
the West Coast Region 
Tis the land of sweet shadow, of sunshine and 
shower,
Where the revels in madness on high,
For there it has might than can war with its 
power,
On the wild, dizzy cliff s that are cleaving 
the sky.
(ANON) (Adams, 6)*
The abandoned township of Denniston is perched upon the Denniston Plateau, on the West 
Coast of the South Island of New Zealand. Sitting 
600 meters above sea level, it rises steeply from the 
shore of the Tasman Sea. It was once a thriving and 
prosperous township, serving a series of mines and 
satellite villages scattered around the Plateau.  In 1905, 
1500 people lived on Denniston. Today there are only 
six people that continue to live on Denniston. There 
is little physical trace of what was once there and what 
does remain is in a deteriorating condition. A radically 
unpredictable climate sees the site surrounded by 
cloud for long periods. Visibility is limited, which 
creates an eerie, ghostly atmosphere. The outlook for 
Denniston is bleak.
“…that our descendants may read and understand a little 
of all that transpired during the greater part of a century 
of occupation of that barren, wind-swept, rain-lashed and 
formidable plateau, perched on the mountain-top and 
balanced half way between heaven and earth.” (Adams, iii) 
Figure. 91. Current site 
condition Denniston
Figure. 92. Map of the 
Denniston Plateau, Illustrating 
dormant mine working below the 
ground plane, locating historical 
photographs
* Cecilia Adam’s  book The Hill, forms an integral part of 
historical analysis in this chapter. 
Denniston
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Geographical Description
Denniston is approximately 15 Kilometres East of Westport and is accessed via a steep, winding 
road from Waimangaroa. The Plateau is renowned for 
its undesirable climate, quite distinguished from the 
coastal plains, just 1.5 Kilometres away. The wives 
and children of past miners would often complain 
about the inhospitable climate and found the idea 
of going underground with their husbands to escape 
the weather quite inviting. In some years Denniston 
didn’t see sunshine for over 30 weeks. 
Due to the site’s exposure and minimal topsoil, little 
grows on the plateau without human intervention. 
However, recently Denniston residents have noticed an 
improvement in conditions and the growth of native 
shrub is emerging in formerly scarcely vegetated areas. 
Figure. 93. Site model illustrating topographical context, the location of the Incline and the 
footprint of the township.
Figure. 94: Historical photograph looking down from the Denniston  Incline towards 
Waimangaroa and the Tasman Sea
Denniston
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Past Condition
“Unique, is the one descriptive word which 
applies to the way of life of the earlier 
inhabitants of “The Hill”-such a set-
up can never come into being again in our 
civilization.”
 (Adams, 3)
Historically the only way to access the site was via the Denniston Incline – a steep, self-acting 
railway running down the face of the Denniston 
Plateau. Opened in 1892, the incline was of upmost 
importance, not only to the beginnings of the 
township but the wider Buller district. It provided 
the essential connection between the remote location 
and Westport, where coal was both shipped both 
nationally and overseas.
Due to its ingenious structural design, it was a 
source of huge pride and joy to Buller residents. 
Somewhat appropriately, two nicknames for the 
Incline were ‘the lifeline’ and the ‘eighth wonder of 
the world’(Adams,11). The Denniston Incline acted 
similarly to a gravity powered conveyer belt. Empty 
coal buckets would be lifted up the incline by full coal 
buckets (weighing up to 8 tonne) going down the 
incline. The Incline dropped down 510 meters over 
a distance of 1.7 kilometres (Petchey, 1). Considered 
New Zealand’s foremost Victorian engineered 
structures, the incline would descend at grades as 
steep as 1 in 1.25 (80%) (Ibid). As Adams notes it was 
like “A ladder leaning on the clouds of heaven itself 
(11).”
Before 1902, occupants of Denniston would ride up 
the incline in empty coal buckets avoiding walking the 
Bridle Track – a steep, slippery, winding 6 kilometre 
route up the plateau. 
Figure. 95. The Denniston 
Incline from the middle brake
Denniston
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Past Condition
The incline was originally constructed to export coal from the Banbury Mine, but later, when 
more mines opened on the Plateau, it was the main 
access-way for all coal being exported to Westport. 
Neighbouring Denniston were other historic satellite 
towns, serving mines further out from the Denniston 
Township. Coalbrook Dale, Marshalvale, and Burnetts 
Face were the most populated. Denniston acted as the 
hub for all the towns and villages on the Plateau. Due 
to reduced demand for coal, and ease of transportation 
up from the coastal plains, the incline closed in 1967 
and the township radically declined in population. Up 
until that point, the incline had carried 12 million 
tonnes of coal down the mountainside (Bennet, 3).
“It may come as a surprise that such an 
unlikely thing as an incline, built for carrying 
coal and merchandise, should play a part in 
furthering the romance of the township.” 
(Adams, 13)
With the closure of the mines, miners and their 
families were forced away from Denniston to find 
employment elsewhere. Following the incline’s closure 
most of the buildings and infrastructure were either 
deconstructed and reassembled on the coastal plains, 
or abandoned altogether. The Inangahua earthquake 
in 1968, caused significant damage to the remains of 
the town, particularly the upper section of the incline, 
further adding to the ruinous state of the Plateau. 
“It broke my heart to see the places go. I have 
seen some changes. By gee, we used to be a 
happy crowd. You couldn’t have wished for a 
happier place.”
 Mrs Mary Meadows*
Residents, in their written accounts of Denniston, 
describe the great community spirit that endured 
living on the coal face. They would gather on weekends 
for activities such as films, balls, and picnics. It was a 
lifestyle where work and play were integrated. The 
tight knit nature of the community meant that even 
when on holiday, families would leave their houses 
open, just in case neighbours needed to borrow 
anything (Past residents recall).
 “... they were happier days. People were more 
sociable. They would all join in when you got 
anything up. The people have gradually drifted 
away down to nicer houses on the flat.” 
 Mrs Mary Meadows*
* One of the last original residents to leave Denniston (Weekly News, 1956)
Denniston had the necessities to sustain a town. There was a library, schools, emergency services, 
churches, hospital, and shops. There were recreational 
facilities such as a bowling green, swimming baths, 
and tennis courts. People had little need to move away. 
In fact some residents, spent the rest of their lives on 
the face without ever visiting greater society again. 
Denniston Ingenuity and Creativity 
West coasters are renowned for their ingenuity and 
creativity and Denniston was certainly no exception. A 
great example of resourcefulness, was the repurposing 
of two Brengun tanks from WWII for use in mining 
related construction.
The tanks were converted to help navigate the 
undulating, rocky, terrain and used to help assemble 
and repair the aerial ropeways. One unit carried a 
drill, for drilling into bed rock, while another carried 
a hydro powered crane arm for carrying and lifting 
the aerial ropeway poles into place. 
In the period of post mining abandonment, alternative 
lifestyle individuals such as freedom fighters, urban 
explorers, isolation seekers, artists, and ex miners crept 
in and occupied the remains of the township. Overtime 
they made Denniston their own by reappropriating 
the site and its industrial remnants. Various creative 
activities took place in the containment of the 
abandoned town’s dwellings including, printing, 
quilting, painting, and the adaptation of buildings. 
Abandoned buildings offered spaces of liberation and 
potential where these creative people could work 
outside of social convention; a rare experience within 
contemporary society (Luc Levesque).
Unfortunately this lifestyle was brought to a halt. 
Deemed unproductive and chaotic, squatters were 
forcefully removed from the abandoned township. 
All private buildings owned by the Westport Coal 
Company were bull-dozed to the ground.
Figure. 96. School outing to the Denniston Incline Figure. 97. The repurposed Brengun Tanks
Denniston
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Past Condition
Ghost Town 
There are skeletons left standing
With chimneys gaunt and bare,
Roofs all brown and rusty
As they brace the mountain air;
The power house shut and silent
And the staff no longer there,
Where the old mining town once stood.
The school, forlorn and lonely,
No children left to play;
The houses, most are vacant
And the people old and grey;
Their memory sadly turning
To the long forgotten day
When the old ghost town once stood.
There are “props” all dry and rotten,
With rusted rails galore;
While the ponies, few and ancient,
Just a memory of yore;
And the miners, once in hundreds...
One can hardly see a score,
There were Denniston and Brake-head
And the once-famed Burnett’s Face,
Where the miners in their hey-dey
Used to set a merry pace;
Now to see those towns in ruins
Seems to be such a great disgrace,
Where these old ghost towns once stood.
The old “Pommy-town” is empty;
The folks from o’er the foam
Have well and truly “had it”
And some have gone back “Home”.
Where there once was fun and laughter
Only spirits there now roam...
Where the old ghost town once stood.
It may chance that in the future
They will find a use for coal,
And miners in their hundreds
Once more descend “the Dole”;
Where the old ghost town once stood.
When miners all have left us
And have crossed the Rubicon,
Will they meet in that Valhalla
Whence all their pals have gone
And remember all the good times
Forever and anon...
Where the old ghost town once stood.
John A. Gregor, Esq., M.B.E.  J.P 
Where the old ghost town once stood.
The “Pubs” that once were many
Have gone on recall.
Where once the ale was flowing
There is now a barren wall.
Where the miners drank their whisky
There is nothing left at all;
Where the old ghost town once stood.
There are rusty hoppers lying
Beside the hilltop road;
And the broken pit-heads yawning
Where the miners struck the load;
The huts and miners dwellings,
Are today the rats’ abode
Where the old ghost town once stood.
The tennis courts forsaken
And the baths are filled with slime,
Where the young folks used to gather
And enjoy a happy time;
When everyone was friendly
And idleness a crime:
Where the old ghost town once stood. 
Figure. 98. Assortment of Photos of the current Site condition
Denniston
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Present Condition
Until recently the abandoned site was left to deteriorate and was a magnet for scavengers 
and vandalism.  The little trace left is maintained by 
the Department of Conservation (DOC). 
A major draw card to Denniston is the remains of 
the incline, known as the ‘Brake Head.’ This is where 
historically the hydraulically powered break to the 
incline was located. There is a shelter at the ‘Brake 
Head’ providing stories of the past and a suitable spot 
for a picnic from which to admire the magnificent 
panoramic views over the Tasman Sea. Visitors to the 
site are invited to explore the limited traces of the 
township including derelict chimneys stacks, concrete 
foundations, and various rusting steel infrastructural 
remains. 
There is an increasing drive to boost tourism to 
the site. Led by DOC, the site is maintained and 
moments of history have been recreated. The 
Underground Experience provides tourists with a 
‘recreated’ experience of what it was like to work 
underground. Many of those who know the reality of 
Denniston take issue with the tourist push. Particular 
disagreement regards the integrity of supposedly 
replicating history. As with the Denniston Rose and 
its fictional characters, the Underground Experience 
is a misrepresentation of who and how the site was 
occupied. Fictional characters and their lifestyle are 
misinterpreted as being real by the readers of the 
book. The Underground Experience furthers this with 
the introduction of a train, and the sterile, “disneyfied” 
experience of working underground. The Underground 
Experience website shows pictures of tourists laughing 
and smiling, indicating how fun the experience 
is - quite contradictory to the emotions miners 
would feel working all day underground in horrific 
conditions.*There is a sense that the experience is 
spectacularising the past for capital gain. 
Extract: Cost of Production 
Coals; black coals.
Black as the garb of the widowed wife
mourning her mate in the noon of life, 
tracked by a vision of the fall
that crushed his body and silenced his call
…as the props gave way
Cecil S. Watts
Extract: The Miner 
Under the ground the miner goes,
Where sunbeams never peep;
He works away sometimes by day,
And sometimes while we sleep.
His safety lamp he keeps alight,
Its tiny steady glow
Seems but a spark down tunnels dark
To show him where to go.
J. Muir
* Miners were required to work ten hour, day to day shifts with one 15 minute break. 
Gary and Sylvia James are two of the six people currently living at Denniston. They have lived 
in the old mine managers home for the past 25 years 
and have brought up four children there. In June 
2011 as part of the critical site analysis, I lived on site 
with Gary and Sylvia. Gary, an ex miner, archivist, 
adventure enthusiast, and builder, spent time helping 
me stitch together an image of what it was like to 
live on Denniston today and a century ago. He shared 
stories that had been told to him by former residents 
who had long since passed away as we explored the 
ruins of Denniston. He showed me all the special 
nooks and crannies of the site including the dormant 
subterranean mine workings well preserved for not 
having been subjected to the harsh elements.
Epilogue 
Though times have changed, a few nostalgic-hearted
Cling to ‘The Hill’ on which their lives were spent,
With cherished thought of friends forever parted,
And haunts they used together to frequent.
For them these derelict, deserted bowers
May conjure up scenes of departed days
With blazing hearts and wild convivial hours
Peculiar to the cheerful West Coast ways.
Jessie E. Burt
I was unable to meet the four other individuals living 
at Denniston. However, I was given a brief description 
of who they were, individually eccentric in their 
own right. A common characteristic was the use of 
Denniston’s isolation as a means for escaping wider 
society. 
“The fact that former inhabitants remember 
it fondly, and that people still choose to live 
there, speaks volumes for its past social values 
and enduring mystique.” 
 (DOC)
Gary introduced me to other ex miners and locals 
who had either lived on Denniston or were very 
familiar with it.  The majority of people I met were 
supportive of the Escarpment Mine proposal, and 
although suspicious of reactivating the township, were 
supportive of it. 
During my time on Denniston, exploring and living 
on the hill, I was able to discover the essence of the 
town and attain a contextual pallet for design. I built 
up a mental typology of the West Coast aesthetic and 
atmosphere in order to create a sense of familiarity for 
residents in my design.
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Future Condition
It has been proposed to extensively mine again at Denniston. It has come as some surprise, as for 
the most part it was thought the days of mining on 
Denniston were long gone. 
In August 2011, 24 resource consents on the first 
Escarpment Mine at the Plateau were given to 
Bathurst Resources Ltd. It is expected that on average 
five million tonnes of premium coal will be extracted 
per annum over the next three decades making it by 
far the most extensively mined site in New Zealand. 
Bathurst Resource Ltd is purchasing all available 
property in Westport, pre-empting the development.
The Escarpment Mine proposal is expected to generate 
424 jobs immediately and inject a billion dollars into 
the economy over the next six years (Hekia Parata). 
Buller mayor, Pat McManus, welcomes the prospect 
claiming that the district “needs the mine. We do need 
development, the main thing we’ve got on the West 
Coast is minerals and we need access to them.”
Opportunity
With the Escarpment Mine proposal looking increasingly probable, there is opportunity to 
consider reactivating not only the Denniston Plateau, 
but the historic township as well. Instead of the 
employees of the proposed Escarpment Mine proposal 
commuting to the site each day, it is viable to consider 
providing the ability for employees to live on site with 
their families to maximize time together and improve 
quality of life as had historically occurred.
It is argued in A Pattern Language, that self-contained 
towns are a vital aspect to a region’s holistic growth. 
Self-contained towns boost a region’s diversity, 
economy, and social well being. We should:
“...encourage the growth of new self-contained towns, with 
populations between 500 and 10,000, entirely surrounded 
by open countryside and at least 10 miles from neighbouring 
towns. Make it the region’s collective concern to give each 
town the wherewithal it needs to build a base local industry, 
so that these towns are not dormitories for people work in 
other places, but real towns-able to sustain the whole of life.” 
(Alexander, Ishikawa, Silverstein 350)
The Buller Region has a viable opportunity to 
re-introduce a fifth township. The revenue of the 
Escarpment Mine provides the ‘base local industry’ 
(ibid) to not only sustain the resurrection of Denniston, 
but to establish an exemplary township for the rest of 
New Zealand. 
Design Brief
Chapter Three
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OccupationAims
Introduction 
The programmatic requirements for the new township are addressed in this chapter by 
incorporating the Buller 2050 Project findings, site 
analysis and objectives of the Escarpment Mine 
proposal. The Aims, identification of potential site 
occupation, stake holders and development location 
are discussed for the proposed township. 
Mission Statement: Establish a framework for a new 
urban scale development out of the ruins of the 
deserted Denniston township. The development will 
‘inspire’ and provide hope for the people of the West 
Coast. As a result the township will seek to positively 
contribute towards improving the West Coast’s social 
and economic condition for decades to come. This 
design seeks to create a place that is uniquely New 
Zealand and attracts new residents with its strong 
sense of social community, economic opportunity and 
environmental sustainability.
The Aims for the Township 
Social community
The township will provide: 
The basic necessities for a community  to grow, 
including accommodation, on-site resources, revamped 
infrastructure, civic buildings and recreational facilities 
for social interaction to occur. 
Economical opportunities
The township will provide:
Occupational opportunities as well as alternatives to 
mining. 
Affordable property for investment. 
Education; schooling and apprenticeships. 
Past and present forms of site occupation are used to anticipate who would move to the township.
Miners
Concerns (based upon informal interviews with 
public, documentary: “Mining of Denniston Plateau 
Likely”): progress, development, income, community 
spirit, and perks. 
Families
Concerns (based upon historical accounts): something 
to do on site – education and occupation opportunities, 
community spirit.  
Others 
Concerns (gardeners/farmers/artists - based upon 
the Living Peace Project case study, and historical 
occupation): facilities for alternative sustainable 
economies to flourish. Occupations generated 
from self sufficient site- farms, horticulture, power 
generation, and artistic creation.
Visitors 
(Forms of existing visitors: tourists, adventure 
sportsmen, explorers, botanists, historians.) 
Concerns: (based upon two informal interviews with 
tourists) Accommodation, historical consciousness. 
Existing Occupants
(Gary and Sylvia James, and four ‘eccentric 
individuals.’)
Concerns: maintain sense of isolation, liberation, and 
the historical integrity of site. 
Response:
Accommodate each of these individuals. Create 
residential architecture that can be adapted to suit 
Families
Ga
rdeners Buil
ders
Ex
plorersTourist
Exi
sting
Miners
Environment
The township will:
Strive to be self sufficient and regenerative: there will 
be a local fresh food and water supply and surplus 
energy will be generated on site. The township will 
be completely un-reliant on wider New Zealand 
infrastructure and resources.
Figure. 99. Historic Denniston Township map.
Figure. 100. Expected occupants of the new township
individuals lifestyles. Encourage social interaction. 
Avoid impeding on existing residents, and be sensitive 
to historical integrity.
Design Brief Design Brief
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SitePopulation and Stake Holders
Immediate Future: The Next Five Years 
The population of the new township can only be estimated. The Escarpment Mine project will 
initially create 424 jobs and is expected to increase with 
mining expansion. Taking this into consideration, the 
occupation of the township can be estimated between 
200 and 500 people, with the majority of these being 
miners and their relations. 
Future: Five Years and Beyond 
An aim is to create a sustainable generated economy 
is to ensure development beyond the life-span of 
the Escarpment Mine. For this reason, employment 
is expected to expand beyond the number of jobs 
generated by the mine.
Therefore, it can be expected that the township will 
accommodate at least the same number of people living 
on Denniston historically (1500 people). However, 
this figure is purely speculative and occupancy may 
exceed or fall short of this figure.
   
Response:
Establish a framework for the township to grow. The 
immediate intervention must anticipate future growth 
and development. This will be achieved by providing 
the ability to add and easily update infrastructure, 
provide amenities or space for development which 
will support a population of up to 2000 people. 
Site Location 
Choice of site: ‘The Camp’
This is where the original pioneers of Denniston 
settled. The site runs alongside a steep gradient 
which provides natural shelter form both Westerlies 
and Southerlies. The additional benefit of the hill is 
that it prevents any visual connection to the existing 
residents living on the plains. The site is much more 
sheltered than the exposed, scarcely vegetated Plateau. 
There are minimal archeological remnants that remain 
on this portion of land. Native vegetation is becoming 
plentiful. 
Site Assets 
The dormant subterranean mine workings
Foundational remnants of the old ‘rope road,’ the 
‘Brake head’, and the ‘Denniston incline’
Car parking and picnic area
Conclusion 
“Almost any of the many deserted towns of New 
Zealand might be put to some use in the future, but 
the wildest imagination would be needed to find a 
use for the hilltop.” (Adams, 163)
As Cecilia Adams concluded in The Hill, any future 
development on the Denniston Plateau would need 
to be something out of the ordinary to come into 
being.
Link 
Three design themes have emerged from research of 
the site’s past, present and proposed future condition. 
The following chapter looks to execute the discussed 
aims through these design themes. 
Local and international precedents, and existing 
theory are used as a means for generating ideas and 
design direction. 
Stake Holders and Potential Investors 
Friends of the hill 
Concern (based upon conversation with 
representative): Continuation of the running of the 
Denniston Museum and the historical integrity of site.
Department of Conservation
Concerns (based upon current initiatives): Historical 
preservation, increasing tourism.
Bathurst Resources LTD
Concerns (based upon Escarpment Mine resource 
consent application):
Development, profit/revenue, looking after 
miners, environmentally conscious. (“You can’t be 
anywhere on our mine and not see some evidence 
of environmental management happening…The 
question is more about how it’s done not if it’s done. “ 
Phil Rossiter, Stockton Mine environmental manager) 
Government
Concerns (based upon Documentary, Campbell Live): 
Boosting NZ economy, environmental management, 
profits (60 million goes to government over the life-
span of the mine)
Buller District Council
Concerns (Buller 2050 Project): Economic and social 
development.
Response: 
The proposed township is to be kept to a minimum 
ecological and physical footprint. Its impact on 
archeological traces must be kept to a minimum. The 
township will establish measures that will prevent it 
from sprawling. 
Design Themes
Chapter 4
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Design Themes
Introduction
Three design themes have emerged from analysis of Denniston and the West Coast.  The following 
chapter discusses each theme. A precedent is used to 
analyse the theme and is applied as a preliminary design 
response to resurrecting Denniston. Each theme is a 
stance on what typology of building the township will 
take in the realising of a micro, Ecotopia at Denniston. 
The typologies respond to contextual analysis of the 
West Coast.
Theme One: Resisting Dystopia 
This theme discusses the fluctuation of utopian 
and dystopian visions in the past decade. Ecotopias 
are discussed as a mechanism to resist predicted 
environmental Dystopias. 
The aims outlined for Denniston in chapter three 
correlate to ambitions of Eco-city developments in the 
21st century. The Masdar development in Abu Dhabi is 
a rare 21st century precedent that successfully contests 
building environment norms. The development has 
bold similarities to the outlined ‘Denniston proposal.’ 
The case study is used as a precedent for design, and a 
preliminary design response to Denniston is discussed.
Theme Two: A call for Eccentric Creation 
This theme arose from consideration of social 
characteristics of the West Coast. The various forms 
both past and present, of eccentric lifestyles and 
creativity inspired the theme. It discusses case studies 
that provide evidence of constraints, regulations, and 
norms contested on the West Coast. The intention 
to create imaginative, radical architecture and built 
environments is justified.
Kawakawa is used as a precedent for design. The 
townships, toilet and railway prove how eccentric 
creativity can help create a sense of identity for a 
community and boost an economy. 
Theme Three: Repurpose the Past 
This theme arose from the ingenuity seen by people 
of the West Coast in re-assembling and re-purposing 
remnants of the past into new creations. This theme 
speculates the possibilities of using the ruins and traces 
of the past as a framework for future design. 
Eric Owen Moss’ architectural revitalisation of the 
Hayden Tract in Los Angeles is used as a precedent. 
The project shows how contemporary architecture 
can mediate with the remnants of the past to transform 
a place into highly sought-after real-estate. 
 
“In such a moment as this, we can hardly 
leave our heads buried either in the sand or 
in our own armpits much longer. Not only 
are territory, food, air-time, building products, 
parking spaces or polar bears becoming scarce 
- but scarcer still is that old-school commodity: 
IDEAS”
 (Peter Cook, MAP 1)
“Change life!’ Change society!’ These 
precepts mean nothing without the production 
of an appropriate space.” 
 (Lefebvre, 59) 
Introduction 
The current status of the ‘West Coast’ is indicative of current global trends of instability. The rapid 
growth of environmental and economic catastrophes 
within the past two decades, has forced society to 
ponder the possibility of global extinction (Wood, 
1). Species are becoming extinct at the highest levels 
ever recorded in history (IUCN, 1). Catastrophic 
environmental disasters are killing thousands as can be 
seen with the death of between 50,000 and 100,000 
people in the 2011 East Africa drought. Global 
recessions are making it more and more difficult 
to live a typically normal lifestyle as can be seen by 
the Greek economic crisis and its relationship to a 
40% increasing suicide rate (Smith, par.2). The earth’s 
ozone layer is rapidly disappearing, carbon dioxide 
levels are at unprecedented heights and the world’s 
nonrenewable resources are nearing depletion. It is 
greatly acknowledged that the future of earth and 
mankind is unsettling with more devastation and 
despair expected in the near future.
“And that is what is at stake, our ability to 
live on planet Earth, to have a future as a 
civilization. I believe this is a moral issue, it 
is your time to seize this issue, it is our time 
to rise again to secure our future.” 
 (Al Gore, Inconvenient Truth)
One: Resisting Dystopia
Figure. 101. Flooding in Australia Figure. 102. East Africa Drought
Figure. 1.  Previous page: The Ghost of the Brake Head, Denniston
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Utopia & Dystopia 
In this time of volatility, two age-old visions have seen a sudden and increasing fluctuation: Utopia and 
Dystopia. The underlying intent for both imaginaries 
is the realisation that there needs to be a significant 
change in how we live our lives. 
Utopias generally arise in moments of influential 
periods of accelerated environmental, technological, 
economic, political evolution or degradation.  In the 
mid to late 20th century, there was a rise in utopian 
visions directly responding to paradigm shifts in 
technology advancements and the acknowledgment 
of the finite life-span of nonrenewable resources. The 
1960’s saw a fluctuation with the emergence of space 
age exploration and advancements in technology. The 
emergence of Archigram in this period exemplifies 
the reaction to these changes. They were inspired by 
these technological innovations, and used them as an 
incentive to contest established national architectural 
conventions (Lachmayer, 418).  In the 1970’s, the ‘oil 
crisis’, and corresponding environmental concerns 
formulated the desire for Ecotopias: self-sustainable, 
ecologically integrated countries and cities. These 
concepts were first depicted in Ernest Callenbach’s 
book Ecotopia. 
Projecting Dystopia
“A mood of utopian dreams turning bad, 
of dystopian images, or imaginative collapse 
nevertheless pervades much more recent urban 
discourse.”
 (Pinder, 242)
There is a relationship between the current environmental and economical crisis, and the 
fad for forecasting what the future may look like if 
current trends continue. ‘Our response to uncertainty 
is to create negative futures’ (Saltmarshe, par. 1). 
Various mediums of the arts, such as films, painting, 
video games, music, literature, and photography seem 
to romanticize dystopian futures; the setting depicts 
ruinous cities and a collapse of civilization (Jorgensen, 
Keenan, Woodward 19, Pinder 242). An example of 
this is British painter and sculptor, Gerry Judah, who 
experiments with fine art depicting post apocalyptic 
ruinous cities. His intention is to broaden the 
awareness of intrusive human impact on the earth’s 
environment. 
“Judah’s epic landscapes articulate global concerns for peace, 
he acknowledges the dangers of man’s impact on a finely 
balanced global ecology, and the decimation that unravels as 
we exploit the planet with an ever growing appetite “
 (Blyth, 2).
The setting of Dystopia is used as a tool for inducing 
fear (Saltmarshe, 3). The portrayal of the future 
is intended to catalyse the viewer into a state of 
responsive action. 
Figure. 103. Archigram’s Plug-in City,  living units and shops are plugged into a grid by a crane sliding over the ubiquitous monorail. Figure. 104. Figure. 105. Judah’s work entitled Country
“Transcending issues of politics, race and culture, Judah 
creates an abstracted and disturbing aesthetic that is both 
mellifluous and pertinent, where the ‘presence of absence’ and 
loss is palpable, and we are confronted with the reality and 
urgency to seek solutions,”
 (Blyth, 3)
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However, the intent is often misunderstood. The exaggeration of the dystopian image has 
done the opposite; the representation of this predicted 
future setting is accepted, embraced as uncannily 
beautiful. Geoff Manaugh from Bldgblog describes 
Judahs painting as ‘gorgeous,’ and Lebbeus Woods 
states ‘these works are far too attractive to stir people’s 
compassion’ (IV, 4). Other than a vague intention to 
change human being’s behaviour, imaginary dystopian 
futures provide little more than entertainment. They 
do not attempt to solve the problem of dramatically 
changing accepted norms in human lifestyles and 
environments. This thesis address’ the alternative to 
dystopian futures.
Resisting Dystopia 
It is argued that we now live in an age where utopian 
visions are being contested by the dystopian. As M. 
Christine Boyer writes:
 “We used to wonder about the city in spatial terms, 
it was a place in which we were progressing, full of hope 
and expectation that a better world might someday be 
accomplished. In the contemporary city we have lost this hope 
and critical engagement and are offered no alternative to the 
flattened absorbing present” (474). 
The ambition to dream of radically transforming 
social spaces and societies has declined in an age 
where it is believed ‘history has ended’ (Woods Utopia 
par.1, Pinder, 242). In today’s increasingly pragmatic 
culture, the idea of ‘perfect space’ or a perfect time’ 
is dangerously ‘new age’ (Wood, 3). The neglect 
of imagination in the future built environment has 
meant that the profession has lost its ability for self-
critique and closed itself up to change (Woods, Utopia 
par.5). Change is needed now more than ever before.
By contesting this position, it can be argued that 
Utopia prevails, disguised in the rise of the Eco-city 
phenomenon. Similar to the speculation of Ecotopias 
in the 1970’s, Eco-city developments in the 21st 
century respond to realist issues of environmental 
degradation and society’s impact on planet earth. These 
Eco-cities form the same ambitions as Ecotopias in the 
1970’s in the drive for ecological sustainability. New 
Eco-cities are popping up all over the world, from 
New Son Eco-city in Incheon, South Korea, to PlanIT 
Valley in the municipality of Paredes, Portugal, Masdar 
City in Abu Dhabi, United Arab Emirates, to Sitra 
Low2No in Helsinki, Finland. They are embraced by 
emerging economies in anticipation and preparation 
of potentially detrimental futures. The “Eco-city” 
denies Dystopia. It is a positive alternative. 
“An Eco-city is an ecologically healthy city. Into the deep 
future, the cities in which we live must enable people to 
thrive in harmony with nature and achieve sustainable 
development. People oriented, Eco-city development requires 
the comprehensive understanding of complex interactions 
between environmental, economic, political and sociocultural 
factors based on ecological principles. Cities, towns and 
villages should be designed to enhance the health and quality 
of life of their inhabitants and maintain the ecosystems on 
which they depend.” 
 (Register, Rusong, 3)
Despite their ecological intentions, the architectural 
qualities of new developments tend to be 
compromised in the pursuance of being carbon zero. 
The PlanIT Valley, (to be completed by 2015) is an 
example of such development. Figure 107 is an artist’s 
interpretation of what the development is going 
to look like. Homogenous, regulated, characterless 
buildings soar into the sky. The setting is sterile, 
lifeless and neglects context; this development could 
be anywhere in the world. Yes, the proposal ticks the 
green box, but whether it will stand the test of time, 
and a community’s acceptance is another matter.
“Benjamin insisted: ‘We must wake up from 
the world of our parents.’ But what can be 
demanded of a new generation, if its parents 
never dream at all?” 
 (Susan Buck-Morss, 26)
Figure. 106. Detail of Judah’s Country
Figure. 107. PlanIt Valley
This design theme acknowledges the utopian 
endeavour to imagine cities differently – rethinking 
what is readily accepted to create a ‘sense of hope 
and possibility in the present’ (Pinder, Vii). Although 
utopia may not be realizable, it is essential in the 
process of creating change, or at least partially realising 
it. As Lefebvre writes, “Utopia has been discredited, it 
is necessary to rehabilitate it. Utopia is never realized 
and yet it is indispensable to stimulate change” (18). 
Eco-cities are a step-towards realizing utopia, but are 
often architecturally compromised in the ambition 
for complete sustainability. 
The design component of this thesis argues that realist 
issues and architectural evolution can be addressed 
without compromise of each other. 
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Relationship to Design 
The discussed aims for the resurrection of Denniston essentially form an ‘idealistic’ 
township – a miniature Utopia. Instead of being 
content with norms, the township aspires to realize the 
Buller public’s collective ambitions – it strives towards 
being an unprecedented ‘future ideal’ township for 
New Zealand - “an imagined perfect place or state of 
things” (Oxford Concise Dictionary).
The proposal endeavours to imagine radical 
architecture and a prototype for a new specifically 
New Zealand urban environment; creating hereto 
unknown spaces and social relationships, lifting 
morale, developing the economy and moving New 
Zealand architecture into the 21st century. The new 
proposal for Denniston seeks to prove that the doom 
and gloom of the predictable can be reversed through 
innovation and resilience.
The township aspires to the ideal, acknowledging that 
it may fall short of being realised. Its concern is not to 
remain fantastical, rather that it could and should be 
realised as a utopian ideal.
Somewhat appropriately, the present site condition of 
Denniston has a dystopian imagery about it. Eerie and 
ruinous, the site stimulates the imagination of what 
a post-apocalyptic setting may look like. “Denniston, 
high and remote and forbidding, is relatively, and in 
comparison, that place of unreality and distortion 
which our nightmares suppose (Adams, 23).” This 
setting as the basis for generating optimistic futures, 
brings into being interesting tensions between 
prospect and despair, development and decay. These 
themes are to be embraced – the dystopian traces of 
the past are used as an instrument to express the need 
for change and heighten this sense of progression. 
Background 
“What makes Masdar especially significant is the fact that it 
offers a blueprint for the sustainable twenty-first century city, 
not just in Abu Dhabi or the Middle East but worldwide.” 
(Foster, 21)
The Masdar Development is an Eco-city under construction in the desert of Abu Dhabi. The 
project began construction in 2008 and is expected to 
be completed in 2018 (Foster, 19). Addressing similar 
issues to that outlined by the aims of the Denniston 
township, the main driver for the development is to 
be the global leader of ‘social, environmental, and 
economical’ sustainability, in anticipation of the decline 
of the current reliance on the oil industry. Masdar City 
combines traditional planning principals of Arab city 
design, existing technologies, and contesting norms to 
achieve its ambition (Lewis 75).
Foster and Partners, architects of the scheme, see the 
development as a stepping-stone towards a greater 
global change. “Crucially, Masdar’s design springs from 
the recognition that to survive, we have to change, and 
with that change can come a better way of life” (Foster, 
22). This is in the same premise as twentieth century 
visionaries such as Archigram, who were concerned 
with re-establishing the consensus and creating a social 
and political change of thought (Pinder 7, Woods, 
Constant Vision 1). The principle difference being 
that it can no longer be called an ‘ecological Utopia’ 
(Lewis, 74). The project is being realized. (Figure 109: 
Masdar Institute under construction)
Figure. 109. 
Figure. 108. Masdar Advertisement
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Context 
Comparable to Denniston, the geography of site offers 
challenging barriers to overcome. Set in a desert with 
no vegetation, limited access to water, and continuous 
penetrating heat, Sir Norman Foster likened the 
challenge of the development to “putting a man on 
the moon” (20). Yet this is what makes the project 
so commendable. It exemplifies the essential role 
architecture and planning can play in ever increasing 
inhospitable environments.
The Scheme 
The city is completely integrated – there are no 
separate zones for industry or culture. 
The ‘Masdar light rail’ winds its way through the 
heart of the city. Running on both sides of the rail are 
‘green ribbons’ which link and connect smaller parks 
and squares.
It forms the spatial organisational as a back-bone 
of the city.  At the heart of the city is a mixed 
sector between work and play- it contains markets, 
entertainment facilities, the university, and traditional 
business elements. The land immediately surrounding 
the city is covered in vegetation, photo voltaic panels, 
and wind turbines. 
Living and working there, you will find everything 
close at hand.”
 (Foster, 20)
Aim: to be the world’s first zero waste, carbon zero city (Lewis, 74).
To obtain this aim, the city addresses the following: 
•Zero waste: 100% reuse and recycle 
•100% based on renewable energy: wind, solar, thermal. 
•Zero carbon balance: energy efficient technologies and smart sustainable design
•Car-free: pedestrian friendly 200 meters radius to closest public transport. Innovative transport 
systems – ‘Personal Rapid Transport” vehicles. 
•Light-rail
•Local sustainable materials
•Local sustainable food and water
•Traditional passive cooling methods: natural shading 
•Waste streams will be segregated and recycled- composted and provide fertilization for surrounding 
plantations. 
•Remaining waste converted into electrical energy to supplement the power grid. 
Aim: to provide alternative economies to the currently reliant 
fossil fuel driven economy. 
In achieving this aim, the project addresses the following:
• Facilitate research and production of renewable and sustainable technologies. 
• The Masdar Institute of Science and Technology development: a research-driven university 
attracting graduates and experts in sustainable technologies and principles.
• The university is a test bed for new renewable energy and sustainable technologies
• Eventually, the township as Exporter of energy and green technology
Aim: create a high-density, welcoming, enjoyable community
In achieving this aim, the project addresses the following
•Playgrounds, public parks, civic buildings, places for worship, neighbourhood centres 
•High density /low rise living, human scale building
•Public squares/ public spaces 
•Mixed use development
•‘Green fingers’
•Elements: university, special economic zone,
•Residential, leisure & complementary components,
•Integrated sustainable infrastructure
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Like the Denniston Township – the scheme can be 
broken down to three categories of objectives. Each 
category outlines the city’s aims and how they are 
addressed. Figure 112 represents these figures.
Figure. 110. Completed Masdar Institute
Figure. 111. Photo voltaic panels that supply the growing city
Figure. 112. Aims of the Masdar Development Project
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door, are grounded in the belief —
accepted by most people today, it
seems — that the only way to cre-
ate a truly harmonious communi-
ty, green or otherwise, is to cut it
off from the world at large.
Mr. Foster is the right man for
this kind of job. A lifelong tech
buff who collaborated with Buck-
minster Fuller, he talks about ar-
chitecture in terms of high per-
formance, as if his buildings were
sports cars. And to some extent
his single-minded focus on the
craft of architecture — its techno-
logical and material aspects —
has been a convenient way of
avoiding trickier discussions
about its social impact. (It’s hard
to imagine Mr. Foster embroiled
in the kind of public battles over
modern architecture that his for-
mer partner, Richard Rogers, has
fought with the traditionalist
Prince Charles in London.) 
Not that Mr. Foster doesn’t
have ideals. At Masdar, one aim
was to create an alternative to
the ugliness and inefficiency of
the sort of development — subur-
ban villas slathered in superficial
Islamic-style décor, gargantuan
air-conditioned malls — that has
been eating away the fabric of
Middle Eastern cities for dec-
ades.
He began with a meticulous
study of old Arab settlements, in-
cluding the ancient citadel of
Aleppo in Syria and the mud-
brick apartment towers of Shi-
bam in Yemen, which date from
the 16th century. “The point,” he
said in an interview in New York,
“was to go back and understand
the fundamentals,” how these
communities had been made liv-
able in a region where the air can
feel as hot as 150 degrees. 
Among the findings his office
made was that settlements were
often built on high ground, not
only for defensive reasons but
also to take advantage of the
stronger winds. Some also used
tall, hollow “wind towers” to fun-
nel air down to street level. And
the narrowness of the streets —
which were almost always at an
angle to the sun’s east-west tra-
jectory, to maximize shade — ac-
celerated airflow through the
city. 
With the help of environmental
consultants, Mr. Foster’s team
estimated that by combining
such approaches, they could
make Masdar feel as much as 70
degrees cooler. In so doing, they
could more than halve the
amount of electricity needed to
run the city. Of the power that is
used, 90 percent is expected to be
solar, and the rest generated by
incinerating waste (which pro-
duces far less carbon than piling
it up in dumps). The city itself
will be treated as a kind of con-
tinuing experiment, with re-
searchers and engineers regular-
ly analyzing its performance,
fine-tuning as they go along. 
But Mr. Foster’s most radical
move was the way he dealt with
one of the most vexing urban de-
sign challenges of the past centu-
ry: what to do with the car. Not
only did he close Masdar entirely
to combustion-engine vehicles,
he buried their replacement —
his network of electric cars — un-
derneath the city. Then, to fur-
ther reinforce the purity of his vi-
sion, he located almost all of the
heavy-duty service functions — a
54-acre photovoltaic field and in-
cineration and water treatment
plants — outside the city. 
The result, Mr. Foster acknowl-
edged, feels a bit like Disneyland.
“Disneyland is attractive because
all the service is below ground,”
he said. “We do the same here —
it is literally a walled city. Tradi-
tional cars are stopped at the
edges.” 
Driving from downtown Abu
Dhabi, 20 miles away, you follow
a narrow road past an oil refinery
and through desolate patches of
desert before reaching the blank
concrete wall of Masdar and find
the city looming overhead. (Mr.
Foster plans to camouflage the
periphery behind fountains and
flora.) From there a road tunnels
through the base to a garage just
underneath the city’s edge.
Stepping out of this space into
one of the “Personal Rapid Tran-
sit” stations brings to mind the
sets designed by Harry Lange for
“2001: A Space Odyssey.” You are
in a large, dark hall facing a row
of white, pod-shaped cars lined
up in rectangular glass bays.
(The cars’ design was based on
Buckminster Fuller’s proposal
for a compact urban vehicle, the
D-45, which helps explain their
softly contoured, timelessly fu-
turistic silhouettes.) Daylight
spills down a rough concrete wall
behind them, hinting at the life
above.
The first 13 cars of a proposed
fleet of hundreds were being test-
ed the day I visited, but as soon
as the system is up, within a few
weeks, a user will be able to step
into a car and choose a destina-
tion on an LCD screen. The car
will then silently pull into traffic,
seeming to drive itself. (There
are no cables or rails.) 
It’s only as people arrive at
their destination that they will
become aware of the degree to
which everything has been engi-
neered for high-function, low-
consumption performance. The
station’s elevators have been
tucked discreetly out of sight to
encourage use of a concrete stair-
case that corkscrews to the sur-
face. And on reaching the streets
— which were pretty breezy the
day I visited — the only way to
get around is on foot. (This is not
only a matter of sustainability;
Mr. Foster’s on-site partner, Aus-
tin Relton, told me that obesity
has become a significant health
issue in this part of the Arab
world, largely because almost ev-
eryone drives to avoid the heat.)
The buildings that have gone
up so far come in two contrasting
styles. Laboratories devoted to
developing new forms of sustain-
able energy and affiliated with
the Massachusetts Institute of
Technology are housed in big
concrete structures that are clad
in pillowlike panels of ethylene-
tetrafluoroethylene, a super-
strong translucent plastic that
has become fashionable in con-
temporary architecture circles
for its sleek look and durability.
Inside, big open floor slabs are
designed for maximum flexibility.
The residential buildings,
which for now will mostly house
professors, students and their
families, use a more traditional
architectural vocabulary. To con-
form to Middle Eastern stand-
ards of privacy, Mr. Foster came
up with an undulating facade of
concrete latticework based on the
mashrabiya screens common in
the region. The latticework
blocks direct sunlight and
screens interiors from view,
while the curves make for angled
views to the outside, so that
apartment dwellers never look
directly into the windows of fac-
ing buildings. Such concerns are
also reflected in the layout of the
neighborhood. Like many Middle
Eastern university campuses, it
is segregated by sex, with women
and families living at one end and
single men at the other. Each end
has a small public plaza, which
acts as its social heart. 
Still, one wonders, despite the
technical brilliance and the sensi-
tivity to local norms, how a
project like Masdar can ever at-
tain the richness and texture of a
real city. Mr. Foster said the city
was intended to house a cross-
section of society, from students
to service workers. “It is not
about social exclusion,” he added.
Eventually, a light-rail system
will connect it to Abu Dhabi, and
street life will undoubtedly get
livelier as the daytime population
grows to a projected 90,000. (Al-
though construction on a second,
larger phase has already begun,
the government-run developer,
the Abu Dhabi Future Energy
Company, refuses to give a com-
pletion date for the city, saying
only that it will grow at its own
pace.)
But the decision of who gets to
live and work in Masdar, as in
any large-scale development, will
be outside the architect’s control.
That will be decided, as always,
by the landlord — in this case, the
government.
And even if it were to become a
perfect little urban melting pot,
Masdar would have only limited
relevance to the world most peo-
ple live in. Mr. Foster’s inspired
synthesis of ancient and new
technologies could well have ap-
plications elsewhere; it should be
looked at closely by other archi-
tects. But no one would argue
that a city of a few million or
more can be organized with such
precision, and his fantasy world
is only really possible as a metic-
ulously planned community, built
from the ground up and of mod-
est size. 
What Masdar really repre-
sents, in fact, is the crystalliza-
tion of another global phenom-
enon: the growing division of the
world into refined, high-end en-
claves and vast formless ghettos
where issues like sustainability
have little immediate relevance.
Ever since the notion that
thoughtful planning could be
used to improve the lot of human-
kind died out, sometime in the
1970s, both the megarich and the
educated middle classes have in-
creasingly found solace by wall-
ing themselves off inside a varie-
ty of mini-utopias. 
This has involved not only the
proliferation of suburban gated
communities, but also the trans-
formation of city centers in
places like Paris and New York
into playgrounds for tourists and
the rich. Masdar is the culmina-
tion of this trend: a self-sufficient
society, lifted on a pedestal and
outside the reach of most of the
world’s citizens.
M A S D A R
In Arabian Desert, a Sustainable City Rises, Walled and Lofty
PHOTOGRAPHS BY NIGEL YOUNG/FOSTER & PARTNERS
Top, a modern interpretation of the Arabian wind tower is used
to cool the plaza areas at the Masdar Institute of Science and
Technology. Above, the institute at dusk. 
From Page 1
Promoters of Masdar, a city under construction near Abu 
Dhabi, say that it will be the world’s first carbon-neutral 
city. It will be home to a research institute focused on 
renewable energy and sustainability, and eventually, if all 
goes as planned, to various clean-technology 
companies, and to a projected 45,000 residents and 
another 45,000 commuters.
Phase 1  MASDAR INSTITUTE
The area being completed this fall has some design features common to the entire project.
Automated transportation
Masdar will be using an 
automated system of 
electric vehicles, including 
passenger cars and freight 
trucks. The city’s ground 
level was elevated 23 feet, 
and the vehicles will operate 
underneath.  
Streets are laid out at 
angles that optimize 
shading. Long, narrow 
parks catch and cool 
the prevailing winds, 
and assist in 
ventilating the city. 
Narrow streets allow 
for some sunlight, 
but overhangs 
create shade
The surrounding 
trees will help 
mitigate windblown 
dust and sand.
Photovoltaic panels 
power the buildings and 
provide shade to keep 
roofs cooler.
The city is surrounded by 
recreation areas, power generation 
facillities, parking garages and 
food production areas.
A light rail line will pass through the 
center of Masdar, linking it to 
downtown Abu Dhabi and providing 
transport within the new city.
The wind tower funnels 
wind to ventilate a public 
square at its base. The 
air is cooled with water 
sprays.
Automated cars with 
room for four adults.
A Sustainable City in the Desert
COURTYARD
STREET
Photovoltaic panels on Masdar 
Headquarters, the city’s biggest office 
building, are expected to produce more 
energy than the building consumes. It is 
scheduled to be finished in 2013.
Wind cones will 
provide natural 
ventilation and soft 
daylight to the 
building's interior. 
Neighborhoods will have 
distinct buildings and design 
elements. Masdar Plaza, for 
example, will have 54 
sunshades that open and 
close automatically at dawn 
and dusk. 
Sources: Renderings and photographs by Masdar, Foster & Partners (city plan and Masdar Institute), LAVA (Masdar Plaza and sunshades), Adrian Smith & Gordon Gill Architecture (Masdar Headquarters building), Zagato and 2getthere (automated car design) THE NEW YORK TIMES
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BLUEPRINTS FOR THE MIDEAST
Oil-Free on the Persian Gulf
Twenty miles from
Abu Dhabi, a square
city literally rises.
This is the first in a series of arti-
cles exploring how large-scale ur-
ban projects are transforming
parts of the Arab world.
ONLINE: A slide show with
more images of Masdar:
nytimes.com/design
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Figure. 113. Masdar City, 
Summary.
Figure. 114. Aerial vision of 
Masdar City
Figure. 115. Masdar City wind tower.
Figure. 116. Masdar Institute Campus. Knowledge Centre
Figure. 117. Facade of the Residential apartments:
Figure 118: Schematic cross section. The drawing illustrates residential units, civic buildings and 
spaces, sprouting from the ruins of the past. The township is self suffi  cient comprised of rain water 
capture systems, photo voltaic panels, underground vegetable gardens, and livestock farming. The 
resources not only provide for the town’s occupants but also are exported to greater New Zealand, 
opening up opportunities for alternative economies to mining.
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Figure 119: Irregular spaces 
created by organically 
protruding forms off er a 
direction for the holistic 
vision of the township
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Figure 118 continued: The township provides space for future 
development, and promotes density and diversity with small 
foot-print, multistory dwellings. Innovative technologies mediate 
with old mining mechanisms to create public transport systems, 
and allow for goods exchange. The site is car free and pedestrian 
friendly.
The Township is self suffi  cient, Civic spaces encourage social 
interaction, and underground farms generate jobs for Wwoofers 
and gardeners. 
Figure 120: Schematic plan. The drawing illustrates a study of 
the preliminary conceptual layout of the township, comprised 
of a residential zone, social/commercial/transport hub, and 
underground vegetable farming in the derelict ‘Banbury Mine’. 
The zones are based upon how ‘the camp’ was historically laid 
out. The residential quarters are rotated towards the north. 
Application to Denniston: Concept Design
Design Themes
Figure 121. Development: The Vertical farms poke out of the 
ground to appear reminiscent of ruinous chimneys. The   vertical 
Farms act as greenhouses for the growth of edible vegetation. 
The Banbury Mine Is repurposed for the use of the 
cultivation of Mushrooms
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Figure 122. 
Figure 123. Figure 124. 
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Two: A Call for Eccentric Creation
 “The art of indulgence is a threatened species. 
God preserve us from all those reasonable 
architects, those cool manners, those careful 
Buildings—go look elsewhere for that—
there’s plenty of it around.” 
 (Cook, London Eight 1)
Background 
The people of the West Coast are refreshingly unique. 
Various eccentric behaviours on the individual 
and community scale at Denniston and around the 
region prove that the West Coast people are open 
and motivated to live alternative lifestyles (Refer to 
case studies in Chapter One - Blackball, Living Peace 
Project, Denniston, ). West Coast ingenuity and ability 
to think outside the square, demonstrates that they are 
inclined towards contesting norms. 
The ambition for the new township is to create 
architecture appropriate for, and inviting to these 
individuals and communities - an architecture that is 
adaptable, playful, and resists the accepted status quo 
of architecture in New Zealand. 
Historically with similar ‘pop up’ mining settlements 
in New Zealand, plain, quick - fix solutions for 
building were put in place. Conformity was of the 
essence, and regular design was multiplied for ease 
of construction. As Adams recalls, Denniston was no 
different, “In all the years of occupation of Denniston, 
there was never anything of beauty built. Churches, 
halls, houses and public buildings conformed to the 
one description- austerity” (127). From interaction 
with residents of not only Denniston but the Buller 
region, and visiting new built projects (Refer to 
examples in Chapter Two) it is clear that conformity 
is far from what would be enjoyed by the scheme’s 
expected occupants. 
Interestingly, in the period of post-mining at 
Denniston, people were drawn to the site despite the 
poor living conditions. The theory of terrain vague 
offers an insight as to why this was so. terrain vague 
is ‘vacant or blurred’ landscape, which is inviting for 
‘non-normative behaviours.’ In the period of post-
mining inhabitation, Denniston became desirable not 
for its architecture, but for the possibility of living 
alternative lifestyles outside of any prescribed norms. 
In this period, people found opportunity in the 
abandoned township. The feeling of escaping greater 
society, and living without constraints, heightened the 
ability for what Levesque in describes as “spontaneous, 
creative appropriation” (4).
This theme looks at how the architecture and 
development can aid in creating places where 
alternative lifestyles can be accepted, and encouraged 
without letting a place fall into ruins. 
The site is eccentric in itself: Denniston is one of a kind. 
The steep topography that surrounds it, the rock bed 
which it sits on making it impossible to bury bodies, 
the unpredictable and dramatic climate that shrouds 
the site, and the Denniston Incline (once considered 
the ‘eighth wonder of the world’) are all features that 
confirm its uniqueness. The building typology must 
match the context of the site. It must be eccentric in 
order to be pertinent to Denniston.
Figure. 125. Description- Houses and Rope Road, Denniston, circa 1910.
Design Themes
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Precedent: Kawakawa
Kawakawa’s public toilets, designed by the Austrian architect – Hundertwasser, and the locomotive, 
‘Gabriel,’ provide a good example of how eccentric 
creativity can help transform a depleted town for the 
better. Similarly to Denniston, Kawakawa was once a 
booming Coal mining town which fell into recession 
with the conclusion of its industrial employment. The 
once drained township is now humming with activity 
and is a source of huge pride by the local community 
for its unique, eccentric identity. Located in the Bay 
of Islands, this tiny community is an exemplar of how 
a redundant place can be revitalized though creative 
eccentricity. (Northland star, 2)
Background 
Kawakawa developed during the 1870’s to service the 
Kawakawa Coal Mine. With the decline of mining, 
the town managed to remain prosperous with the 
introduction of service industries such as dairy 
farming. However, along with rural decline in the 
1990’s, the local industry...The township’s economy 
and population began to dry up (Kaino, 75).
In the late 20th century, Kawakawa recognized that 
the future of the township was in jeopardy. The local 
communities got together and agreed that the future 
of Kawakawa was in the investment of tourism. Two 
tourist attractions were agreed on, the first, a new 
public toilet for the township, inviting tourists to stop 
on their way through to the Bay of Islands, and the 
second, the restoration of the Vintage Railway. 
Friedensreich (Frederick) Hundertwasser who 
made the Bay of Islands his home in the 1970’s due 
to its “informality” and “freedom”, felt pity for the 
declining township, and proposed to design the public 
toilets. The community accepted the proposal and the 
building began construction in 1998 (Kaino, 75).
The Hundertwasser Public Toilets 
The building is characteristic of Hundertwasser’s 
startlingly unique style. Its form is highly organic, with 
paved undulating cobblestone floors, mosaic tiling, a 
green roof, a living tree protruding from the roof, and 
individual ceramic sculptures sprouting from within 
and outside the building. It preserves the past through 
re-adaptation – bricks that formerly walled the Bank 
of New Zealand building in Kawakawa, were re-used 
to form the undulating walls of the new structures, 
and old bits of industrial machinery have been used 
for the building’s front gates (Kaino, 76).
The realisation of the building in 1999 was a 
communal event from the brainstorming session of 
how to get the township out of economic decline to 
the fruition of the building. Hundertwasser oversaw 
the whole design from preliminary design phase to 
the construction process. College art students partook 
in making the ceramic tiles and both young and 
elderly residents of Kawakawa volunteered in the 
construction process. 
This process of collectively creating architecture 
provided the township with a communal sense of 
ownership. As a result residents of Kawakawa feel 
a sense of pride and joy and a distinctive identity 
(Kaino 76). Evidence of this can be seen in the lack of 
vandalism on the building, which commonly occurs 
on other buildings within Kawakawa. (Shepherd qtd. 
in Carter, Par. 16)
Result 
Hundertwasser fans and interested passersby flock 
to the site that boosts the local economy. The toilets 
average 1000 visitors per day, and for Kawakawa with 
a population of 1347, the resulting benefit to the 
local economy is considerable. It was noted that on 
the transcript of a speech written by Hundertwasser 
for the opening of the building was a doodle with 
the title  “beauty makes money.” Hundertwasser 
anticipated the eventual tourist attraction that was to 
be (Kaino, 77). Communities miss out because they 
simply do not understand the links between art and 
development (Kaino, 74).  
Creative New Zealand chairperson Peter Biggs 
praised the project stating: “This project was initiated 
by a rural community in a district that has faced 
many challenges.  Yet the Far North has realised a 
magnificent, integrated project which stands out as a 
gleaming example to the rest of New Zealand.”
The toilets have sparked a typology of creation 
within the community. Locals, inspired by the toilets, 
have created paintings, and sculpture with the same 
‘Hundertwasser’ aesthetic. This growth of creative play 
is evolving the township, continuing the renowned 
quirky, innovative spirit of place. 
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Application to Denniston: Concept DesignPrecedent: Kawakawa
Gabriel and The Vintage Railway 
‘The arrangement is not unique in the world, 
but Kawakawa is highly unusual in having 
the main railway running down the main 
street.’ 
(Kawakawa, par. 1)
The railway line originally opened in 1877 to export 
coal to the Opua port. It was restored in 2006 as a 
tourist attraction. The steam train called ‘Gabriel’ 
connects Kawakawa to Taumarere along the former 
Opua branch railway line. 
The train adds to the eccentric character of Kawakawa. 
The noise, the smell, and the sight of the steam train 
as it glides through the middle of the main street 
contributes to the playful ambience of the township. 
Gabriel is dressed in splashes of primary colours 
adding to the vibrant environment that is unique to 
Kawakawa.  
The development of the railway as well as the public 
toilets have “helped turn around Kawakawa’s economy 
(Kawakawa, par.14).”
Design trigger: Develop the existing West Coast Identity though architectural 
creativity. Application: Accommodation as applicable to Chapter 3: Design Brief
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Figure. 128. Gabriel gliding down the main street
Figure. 134 Concepts and development of the Denniston hut
Figure. 131 Concepts and development of the Denniston hut
Figure. 133 Concepts - The Denniston hut for Miners coming to Live and work on site
Figure. 132. Vertical protrusions
Figure. 130. Early concepts
Design Themes
The Denniston Hut 
The Denniston Hut was developed as an accommodation 
unit for occupants of the new township. The form 
of the hut is derived from the unique West Coast 
context with the vertical access shafts reminiscent of 
the vertical mining remnants found throughout the 
West Coast. These units are completely contextual 
- essentially they form an architectural collage of 
technological moments throughout the West Coast 
into one utopian expression.
The building forces occupants to live in ‘non-
normative’ ways. Winding staircases enable access to 
teach fl oor. Pulley systems enable goods to be lifted 
up and down the vertically orientated building.  
The hut establishes an aesthetic language from which 
the township can evolve.. The aesthetic will contribute 
the sense of eccentric identity of the township.
Made of prefabricated parts, the units would be 
suitable for a communal construction. 
It is envisioned that these unconventional buildings 
along with the environment they create will attract 
visitors to the site. 
The Rope Road
The old Rope Road is resurrected in the form of the 
backbone of the township. Like The Vintage Railway 
the Rope Road runs through the middle of the 
township. Historically, the Rope Road was used to 
pull coal, now it is the road of access - it connects 
the scheme together. Overtime, buildings may be 
constructed form the outer edge of the building as 
fi gure x demonstrates. The Rope Road contributes 
to this unconventional built environment with the re-
establishment of the traditional ground plane.
Application to Denniston: Concept Design
“There was, too, the ever present danger of the 
rope-head with its constantly moving lines of 
‘boxes’ full of coal and ‘empties’ travelling 
back along the twin lines of the rails, right 
through the whole length of the settlement.”
 (Adams, 19)
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Figure. 135. Denniston Huts and The Rope Road in Context
Design Themes
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Three: Repurposing the Past
Background 
“As a result of broken chimneys caused by the earthquakes 
(at Denniston in 1929) some beautiful fireplaces were built 
in the living rooms of the damaged houses. A bricklayer-
concrete worker from Nelson came to repair fallen chimneys 
and damaged fireplaces, and in his way, was an artist. He 
gathered up any broken coloured china lying around, crushed 
it into small pieces, and set it into the fireplace surround 
of concrete. The result was a mantelpiece of most attractive 
design and pleasing appearance, made from easily assembled 
and near at hand, yet inexpensive materials.”
(Adams, 127)
This chapter challenges the nostalgic attempt to hold onto the past through the ‘museumification’ 
of site. In doing so this interpretation of nostalgia 
neglects the potential for the site to move into the 
future.
The Underground Experience (as discussed in Chapter 
Three) exemplifies this reading of nostalgia. Tourists 
pay hundreds of dollars to go underground into the 
derelict coal mining tunnels. The belief is that they will 
supposedly reminisce about what it would have been 
like to live like a miner. If the intention to acknowledge 
the past is credible (aside there is a feeling that the past 
is being exploited), then it is arguably ‘undermining 
linear notions of progress’ (Huyssen).  The initiative 
neglects the potential for the site to evolve. 
The remnants on Denniston are presented by DOC 
as frozen moment in time. The DOC initiative 
preserves the 20th century historical remnants. Old 
coal wagons have been coated with a homogenous 
layer of galvanised steel that prevents the artefact 
from deteriorating any further. The covering of the 
artefacts true material qualities, presents the remnants 
as sterile museum artefacts. The aesthetic of decay 
which triggers true consciousness of a past time are 
lost.  
Taking inspiration from the ‘bricklayer-concrete 
worker from Nelson’ and supported by Piranesi’s 
etchings of Rome, this design theme argues that 
architectural fragments from the past are ripe with 
creative potential.  
The chapter endeavours to illustrate the lost potential 
Denniston has for using its ruins for depicting 
imaginary futures. 
As Mumford says, “Our cities must not be monuments, 
but self-renewing organisms” (446), Denniston can 
learn from this.
Precedent: Piranesi 
Piranesi’s ambition for constructing alternative futures 
from ruinous fragments offers insight into the design 
approach for Denniston. 
Piranesi argued that the “rigorist” position of 
recreating copies of ancient models was bereft of 
creative expression. Instead, he called for the use of 
archaeological remnants to facilitate new invention. 
He created architectural collages of existing fragments 
of the past and in this process created new design. 
Via Appia Imaginaria 
An excellent example of Piranesi’s design intentions is 
his imagination for the reconstruction of the Appian 
Way. The significant and expansive road connecting 
Rome to Brindisi is radically reconstructed though 
the repurposing of ruins found lying around the city 
of Rome. In this way the past still remains, but instead 
of being static, it is used as a stepping stone towards 
progress.  
Relationship to Design 
This idea is highly relative to what is preventing 
Denniston from becoming more than a mere 
tourist attraction. By applying Piranesi’s motive for 
repurposing the past to Denniston the history of site 
can simultaneously be present while progress is still 
being made. 
What the thesis aims to do is conserve the site’s unique 
heritage by “adaptive re-use”: using history and traces 
of the past as the framework for design.
HEART
OFMINE
AdventureAA
SarahBennett
experiences the life
of aminer ona
journey into the
darknessof
Denniston’s
BanburyMine.
Top, theBanburyMineportal; above, theBanbury train that takesvisitors into themine, includinganencounterwith theghost
of JohnLomas, above right.Below, the ‘‘brakehead‘‘wagon-musteringstationat the topof the Incline. Photos: PETER ROBERTSON
My childhoodmaynothavebeen luxurious, butitwasalwayswarmof a
winter’s evening.Our blended
family of up to 10would
squeeze like sardines into an
undersized loungewith the
doors sealed shut, thenheated
to the temperature of a blast
furnace. The Juno fire burned
redhot, fuelledbya
combination ofwoodand coke
ofwhich there seemedan
inexhaustible supply.
My stepfather, ‘‘Uncle Bill’’,
wasMarlborough’swoodand
coalman,whoupuntil the late
1960s hadhis ownminenear
Murchison. Itwasanopen-pit
operation that employeda
handful ofmen,with lorry-
loads of its quarry sent down
theWairau to stokeup the
BlenheimGasWorks. Bill
claimedhe supplied thebest
coking coal in the country. Up
until recently, I couldn’t have
cared less.
PikeRiver changed that,
andme. Sowhen I heard that a
historic coalmine on theWest
Coast’s DennistonPlateauwas
opening to visitors, I set off ona
journey of discovery.
It beganwith abook, The
IllustratedDennistonRose&
Heart of Coalby JennyPattrick.
In it she evokes the trying times
of theplateau’s 19th-century
settlers, including ‘‘Rose of
Tralee’’, a hardy lass forced to
live byherwits. A compre-
hensive collection of
photographsandephemera
makes this a great example of
theNewZealandhistorical
novel.
Forty-fiveminutes’ drive
north ofWestport, the
DennistonPlateau is about 600
metres above sea level and
reachedbya steep,winding
road.Coveredwith sub-alpine
flora and largely devoid of
trees, the landscape is often
describedas ‘‘desolate’’ or
‘‘bleak’’. There are, however,
plenty of riches here: the seams
of valuable coal that lie
beneath the thin pahiki heath,
and thepriceless relics of a
landmark era.
From1879 to 1967, an
estimated 12-million tonnes of
coal travelleddown the famous
Denniston Incline tram track. It
plunged 510metres over a
distance of 1.7 kilometres, a
gradient of almost 1:3. As a
comparison, Dunedin’s
BaldwinSt averages out at 1:5.
You thinkmass Jaffa-rolling is
thrilling; imagine 12-tonne coal
wagonshurtlingat 80kmh.
At its peak, about 1500
people lived on theplateau, but
after the Incline halted in 1967,
Dennistonwas largely
dismantledand reduced to a
ghost town. In thewake of this
exodus, a group of peoplewith
deep-rooted connections to the
plateaubanded together to
preservewhatwas left behind.
In the 1990s theFriends of the
Hill Societywas formed, and
thehigh school building they
restorednowhousesmuseum
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AdventureBB
Top, theBanburyArches; above,wagonson the inclinewithapanoramicviewout to thecoast.
FACT BOX
■TheDennistonMine
Experience, tel 0800 881 880,
denniston.co.nz.
■ The IllustratedDenniston
Rose &Heart of Coal by Jenny
Pattrick is probably on your
friend’s bookshelf; certainly at
your local library.
■ Look for pamphlets: The
Denniston Rose Self-guided
Tour (forthcoming) andDOC’s
Denniston PlateauMountain-
bike Tracks (doc.govt.nz).
■View the historic coal wagon
video on YouTube. Search for
‘‘Denniston Incline’’.
■ Friends of the Hill, museum
open by appointment. See
denniston.org.nz.
displays, and serves as a
venue for community reunions
and school visits.
The inauguration of the
DennistonHeritage Trust,
comprised of the Friends of the
Hill, ConservationDepartment,
BullerDistrict Council, Solid
EnergyandDevelopmentWest
Coast, followed in 2007. The
fruits of their labours officially
opened in June this year:
visitor-friendly improvements
to thehistoric reserve, along
with the launchof small-group
tours collectively knownas The
DennistonMineExperience.
Alongsideanewcar park
andpicnic areas, an original
garageandworkshopbuilding
displays a series of storyboards
that set the scene.
Thehighest concentration of
relics is foundnearbyat the
‘‘brakehead’’, thewagon-
mustering stationat the top of
the Incline. There are
numerous curiosities here,with
more storyboards helping to
reconstruct the rusty pieces of
the puzzle.
Anew lookout affords
sweeping views in almost all
directions, aswell as a
stomach-lurchingpeer down
the Incline. It’s easy to imagine
the characters in Pattrick’s
novels arriving for the first time
aspassengers in the coal
wagons. Formany, their return
journeywas in a coffin, the
plateau too rocky to allowa
decent burial.Out towards the
coast you can justmake out
Waimangaroa cemetery
whereDenniston’s deadwere
buried, facingback towards the
hill.
There ismuchmore to
explore.Walkingand
mountain biking tracks that
criss-cross theplateauare free
andopen to all, but to delve
deeper intoDenniston you
need to enter theBanbury
Mine. TheUndergroundUnion
Experience tour starts all
aboardanarrow-gauge
electric locomotive, that
delivers us into themine to
‘‘relive the lives’’ of the
Dennistonworkers.
There’s amoment of unease
asweare enveloped in
darkness, a feelingquickly
overtakenby intrigue.Any
lingering fears are allayedas
numerous safety systemsare
pointed out to us aswe inch
along the tunnel. Themine
complieswith public building
regulations andhasbeen
assessedby independent
mining specialists.
A littleway into themine,
wealight from thewagonand
followour headlampbeams
through the cool, dusty
passageways. John, our tour
guide, relays ripping yarns in
betweenallocatinghands-on
jobs suchas firing the shots,
hewing the coal and clipping
thewagons.Aswemove
through themaze, themine
creaks and rats squeak, and
mencall out from thedark. I am
fooledmore thanonce into
thinking they’re real rather
than recorded, although I don’t
make thatmistakewith the
holographic ghost of coalminer
JohnLomas,whoemerges to
retell his tale.
There aremany sides to the
story ofWestCoast coalmining.
I haven’t changedmyviews
about its rights andwrongs, but
steppingback in timehas
alteredmyperspective.
WIN! A LIFESTYLE RETREAT WEEKEND  IN GOLD COAST, AUSTRALIA!
Figure. 136. The Underground Experience
Figure. 137. Coal buckets exhibited as artefacts Figure. 138. Via Appia Imaginaria)
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Precedent: Eric Owen Moss
Precedent: Eric Owen Moss – The Hayden 
Tract
The architect Eric Owen Moss is a contemporary Piranesi. Instead of repurposing ancient roman 
remnants, Moss salvages and rearranges derelict 
industrial buildings. Over the past 30 years Moss has 
gradually transformed the once abandoned industrial 
zone, The Hayden Tract, into highly desirable real 
estate. 
Mediating development with forms from the past, 
expresses a presence of time and evolution. The 
intangible stories that are scarred onto the surface of 
materials from a previous life heighten architectural 
experience and provide a reminder of what once 
was. “The old buildings are mute by comparison” 
(Goldberger, 122).
As Goldberger describes, Eric Owen Moss has:
“Repurposed the old warehouses and factories, warping them 
into strange new shapes to arrive at arresting structures of 
weathered steel, concrete and glass. There are curves, and 
fragments, sharply angled walls and exposed structural 
elements – looking discordant, unfinished”( 120).
Since Moss’ first intervention in the late 1980’s, the 
derelict Hayden tract has become highly desirable for 
various design and media related professions: “its the 
“Creative class” as long as you can see” (Goldberger, 
123). The radical and complex nature of Moss’ 
buildings stimulate and inspire creativity. The Hayden 
Tract has become a place that designers want to 
associate themselves with. 
“I’m interested in the possibility that you 
could see things differently and that could 
make the world different, and that architecture 
can carry you there.” 
 (Moss quoted in Goldberger 123)
Discussed in chapter three, an aim for Denniston is 
to create an environment for artists to inhabit. Taking 
inspiration from Hayden tract, this reappropriation of 
the past towards unprecedented architecture could 
inspire creative individuals to the site.
Case study: 3535 Hayden Ave, Conjunctive 
points 
The partly demolished 1940 era industrial building 
was salvaged for its rebirth in 1997. Its structural 
elements including trusses, and brick walls were 
rearranged to create a ‘new context for the original 
elements’ (Moss, 52).
The new building mediates with the history of site. 
The once structural bow string trusses poke through 
the new facade at obtuse angles, serving a reminder 
of what was once there. Weaving through the old 
buildings elements are steel structures that lift and 
support them, giving them life. The juxtaposition 
between these past fragments and the weaving of 
contemporary materials express transformation and 
progress. 
Application
 Using the remnants of the past (physical and memory) 
as a basis for new design - resurrecting the Denniston 
Incline and the Brake Head for contemporary 
application. 
Figure. 139. Moss’ projects in the Hayden Tract)
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Application to Denniston: Concept Design
89
The Brake Head 
Located at the northern most point of the township 
and close to existing car parking lies the site of the 
brake head. The site proves appropriate for the 
commercial and social centre of the township. The 
proposal uses the past building as the framework for 
the new township. 
The only remains of the Brake Head are its structural 
foundations. The area of ‘The Brake Head’ was an 
important aspect to the township historically. It served 
as the point of exchange, coal from the mines were 
passed through the break-head and down the incline, 
and goods to keep the town running were brought up 
in the empty coal wagons.
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Transcendent Site
Summary of interventions
This chapter presents the final design for the Denniston Township. Seven elements for 
the township have come about from initial design 
responses in chapter four. The prototypes are three 
residential units, The Brake Head hub, the vertical 
farms, the Bathhouse and the aerial rope way. 
“There will be rooms more conductive to 
dreams than any drug, and houses where one 
cannot help but love. Others will be irresistibly 
alluring to travellers.’ ‘Buildings charged with 
evocative power, symbolic edifices representing 
desires, forces, events past, present and to come”
 (Ivan Chtcheglov )
Figure. 145. Chapter Cover. Figure. 146. Location plan and elevation
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Transcendent Site
Macro Site Plan
9594
Figure 152 illustrates the macro planning of the new 
township. It illustrates the relationship between the 
proposed footprint of the Escarpment Mine,  
Each of the Townships interventions are symbolically 
located in the site plan. Each intervention is discussed 
and presented in more detail throughout the chapter. 
Figure 151 represents the 
relationship of the proposed 
township and mine to the 
rest of New Zealand.  
Figure. 151. Figure. 185: site plan model
Figure. 152. Macro planning
Transcendent Site
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Transcendent Site
The Brake Head
9796
The Brake Head acts as the hub for the revitalized township. It is the point of exchange: to be 
used as a commercial venue for a farmers market, an 
information centre for visitors to the site, and students 
from schools studying the past, present and future 
of the area. It also serves as an entertainment hub, 
attracting visitors and facilitating social well-being for 
the townships occupants. The Brake Head houses a 
theatre, bar, and a restaurant and cafe looking out over 
the Tasman Sea.
Similarly to Eric Owen Moss’ 3535 Hayden project, 
the form is derived from the original, historical 
building, but reconfigured in a way appropriate for 
the 21st century. 
A design driver for the resurrected Brake Head 
is kinetic processes colliding with the building. It 
is the meeting point for gondolas travelling up the 
reactivated Denniston Incline, converted coal buckets 
and wagons travelling from the vertical farms at the 
Banbury Mine, and people coming from the Rope 
Road, the car park and gondolas. These opposite forces 
are expressed architecturally: the building appears to 
transform along its axial length as the two forces meet. 
Fragmented and warped, the building is now frozen 
in a state of static flux. 
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Transcendent Site
The Brake Head
The Brake Head is the hub of kinetic activity. It is 
the community gathering point - a marketplace will 
provide a platform for the various forms of export 
production including farm produce and various forms 
of artistic creation.  
The workshop on the ground floor will provide 
space for construction and assembling prefabricated 
elements brought up from the reactivated Denniston 
Incline. Storage is provided. Prefabricated architectural 
elements are imported as the township grows and 
expands. It raises the visibility of architecture’s ability 
to encourage imagination and promote progression.  
Figure. 155. Longitudinal Section 
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Transcendent Site
The Rope Road
“People feel comfortable when they have access to the 
country-side, experience of open fi elds, and agriculture; access 
to wild plants and birds and animals. For this access cities 
must have boundaries with the countryside near every point. 
At the same time, a city becomes good for life only when it 
contains a great density of interactions among people and 
work, and diff erent ways of life.” 
 (Alexander, Ishikawa, and Silverstein 22)
Acting as the back bone, the Rope Road links all the township’s elements together. It is the 
artery of vibrancy, providing support for kinetic wind 
structures, rolling coal buckets, and people. 
Historically constructed to make life easier for the 
miners. The Rope Road which spanned from the 
Banbury mine to the Brake Head provided a level 
platform for coal buckets to be pulled along. 
Today the Rope Road serves many purposes.
1. It is a level access way connecting all of the town’s 
elements together. Pedestrian pathways run along 
the top and bottom, and the original coal buckets 
are pulled along by a rope but today their use is not 
to carry coal – instead they are used to carry edible 
vegetation grown in the previously used subterranean 
mine workings, and vertical farms. 
2. Along the Rope Road pockets of play areas for 
children and adults alike promote entertainment and 
social interaction.
3. The Rope Road provides a structural platform for 
wind turbines, wind kites, and residential units. 
The Rope Road is the point of resurrection. It is a 
symbolic gesture - lifting and enabling new life to 
fl ourish above the ruinous ground plane. 
10
1Figure. 156. Diagrammatic Axonometric of the Rope Road
Figure. 157. Perspective along the Rope Road
Figure. 158. Pedestrian rams connect to the bottom of the Rope Road
The Rope Road
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The Rope Road
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Figure. 159. Perspective along the Rope Road
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The Bathhouse
Historically the Bathhouse was a really important building to Denniston. The act of communally 
showering together heightened the community 
spirit of the miners and was a renewing, rejuvenating 
process intensifi ed by the presence of work mates. It is 
a place of interaction between underground activities 
and above ground fellowship. 
The scheme reintroduces the Bathhouse to promote 
these conditions. The Bathhouse acts as a secondary 
hub, a fi nal gathering point for winding down after a 
long day at work. A big entrance at the front and back 
façade off er the opportunity for spontaneous social 
occasions to occur.  
Access towers, reminiscent of the boiler room chimney, 
provide a connection to the ground plane. From the 
ground plane, cobble stone paths organically grow out 
from the Bathhouse and connect the entrances to  the 
Denniston Huts together.
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Figure. 162: Design Development Figure. 163.
Figure. 164.Bathhouse development
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“Just as many of the old mine townships had 
their certain meeting places or verandahs where 
the males of the village gathered on Sunday 
afternoons for a smoke and a talk over the 
week’s happenings, so had The Hill its Hotels 
verandahs on fine weekday evenings and all 
day on Saturdays.” 
(151, Adams)
Figure. 165. Section through the Bathhouse and Rope Road
Transcendent SiteTranscendent Site
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Introduction 
Three forms of residential dwelling are to cater for the outlined various forms of occupation. 
In designing these units Gary, the archivist was 
proposed as a theoretical client. With his background 
of being a miner and builder, and having lived on 
Denniston for so long, he had adapted his house to 
resist the radically changing climatic conditions and 
Denniston lifestyle. His house is highly mechanical 
and adaptive with changing plumbing works, pulley 
systems to maximise and change space, coal powered 
heating and cooking, and multiple extensions which 
he has added over the years. His house along with the 
contextual analysis formed the basis for the design of 
the accommodation units.
This kinetic, mechanical environment is in-tune to 
the lifestyle that Gary lives. West coasters, enjoy hands 
on, do-it-yourself lifestyles.
The interiors of the accommodation units relate to 
what happened historically. Miners specialised the 
interior spaces of the dwellings they were provided, and 
squatters intervened by occupying and repurposing. 
10
9Figure. 166. Section through the residential zone Figure. 167. Looking up at the Rope Road dwellings and Denniston Hut
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The Denniston Hut: 3-4 bedroom Dwelling
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The Denniston Hut is designed in anticipation of population growth. As the demand for 
accommodation increases, the prefabricated hut can 
be constructed to fulfil this need. 
Prefabrication Process 
The building is constructed in stages. First, one 250 
millimetre Ø steel column is put in place. Prefabricated 
steel rods are assembled around the outside for bracing 
the column, the masonry outer shell, and encasing 
the stairwell. It is envisaged that, the Brengun tanks 
(historically used to construct the aerial Rope ways) 
will be used in the construction of the steel lattice. 
Next, (three Cor-ten steel lever arms are welded. 
at 90 degree intervals around the circumference 
of the steel column.  They are established to make 
it easier to lift building materials and construct the 
vertically orientated building. In the completion of 
the building, these lever arms can either remain, or be 
removed. The benefit for them to remain is the ability 
to lift various fittings and fixtures up the different 
levels as the interior is adapted over time. Elevators or 
accommodation units are specifically designed to be 
lifted by the lever arms. This is discussed later in the 
chapter.
The Interior 
The interior of the building is essentially a blank 
canvas. Occupants are encouraged to be creative in the 
appropriation of the spaces. They are able to express 
themselves in the fittings and fixtures they use 
Walls and windows are hinged to enable occupants 
to  shape the facade in order to meet their desired 
outlook and daylight conditions. 
The unconventional building with its unusual spaces 
and mechanical elements promotes alternative 
lifestyles in accordance to the West Coast way of life. 
Figure. 168. Section through the Denniston Hut Figure. 170. Interior of the Denniston Hut
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The Rope Road dwelling is made up of prefabricated elements and is assembled along 
the Rope Road. The industrial aesthetic of the West 
Coast context is continued through in the design of 
the building. 
The chimney is the main structural element. Encased 
within it is a fi replace, oven and stairwell. The outer 
shell of the chimney is clad with cor-ten steel – with 
the weathering and oxide of the material heightening 
the contextual surroundings. 
As a refl ection of Gary’s mechanical house, the unit is 
kinetic. Walls can be pulled and folded out according 
to desired lighting conditions. Furniture can be folded 
out of the fl oor to provide fl exible space. A trap door 
is used to provide extra space for storage or a small 
bed room. 
The hut reinforces the importance of the Rope Road, 
activating it as a place where work, play, and day to day 
living are fully integrated. 
11
3
Figure. 173. The Red Huts (discussed in Chapter One case 
study: Waiuta)were a precedent for the Rope Road Dwelling. 
Similar to the Rope Road Dwelling in that it is prefabricated, 
neighbouring a railway, and featuring a distinctive chimney, and 
rain water capturing system. 
Figure. 171. Section through the Rope Road Dwelling Figure. 175. The Rope Road and its dwellings
Figure. 174. Early Drawings of the Rope Road Dwelling
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The Leech
The Leech is an accommodation unit used by visitors to the site. It provides the ability for these 
visitors to experience firsthand what it feels like to 
live like a Denniston miner in this mechanical, kinetic 
environment. The Leeches are literally lifted up into 
the sky via pulley systems from the Denniston hut. 
The Leech is inspired by the mining-related pioneering 
huts throughout the West Coast (which were visited 
doing this research). The dwelling provides basic 
necessities – shelter, fire, water. 
It is designed to be suitable for short term 
accommodation only. It maximises space by its 
compactness and ability to be lifted above the ground.
The Leech is literally an extension of the Denniston 
Hut. It is unconventional for rather than being fixed 
to the ground, it is supported by the Denniston Hut. 
A pulley and lever system, attached to the stairwell, 
provides the ability for The Leech to be lifted up and 
down. The sensation of being lifted up in the sky 
emulates the experience of occupants of the Denniston 
hut ‘walking’ up and away from the ground plane. 
It is called a Leech because of its dependence on the 
main hut. It remains in a symbiotic relationship with 
it, in that one cannot exist without the other.
Figure. 176. Diagrammatic sections the leech. Figure. 177. The leech in context11
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The Vertical Farms
The Vertical Farms provide an innovative alternative to the repurposing of the Dormant 
Banbury Mine as tourist attraction. The vertical farms 
will reinforce a sense of community, the ability for 
the township to be self suffi  cient, and provide an 
alternative economic driver to the less sustainable 
pursuit of coal mining. 
The Vertical Farms capitalise on the steady climate of 
the underground. The humidity, temperature and no 
daylight provide ideal conditions for the cultivation of 
fungal edible vegetation. 
The Vertical Farm addresses three functions:
First, to provide an alternative income to mining, as 
well as providing jobs in the interim for relations of 
the miners and others wanting to invest in Denniston. 
Second, to help sustain the township’s independence 
of fresh food. 
Third, to heighten the experience for visitors 
to Denniston, by off ering shaft views into the 
subterranean spaces. 
The Vertical Farms are large extrusions out of the 
underground, with a glass shell protruding through 
the ground plane. This shell acts as a glass house, and 
provides a stable environment for the cultivation of 
hardy vegetation such as lettuce, and spinach, which 
have been proven to grow on Denniston prior to the 
development. 
Glass protrusions out of the landscape off er 
opportunity for explorers to a voyeuristic glimpse 
into the repurposed historic mine tunnels and 
provide light for vegetation to grow. They might 
glimpse a fl ourishing elevated vegetable garden, a seed 
bank vault, a bird house. Where there is insuffi  cient 
natural light, artifi cial lighting (generated by the wind 
turbines) is provided.
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Figure. 179 Concept Drawing of the Vertical Farms
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Conclusion
This chapter concludes the thesis and reiterates how the design component has fulfilled the 
design aims outlined and discusses how the project 
could move forward in the future. 
The design component demonstrates an ‘idealistic’ 
design response - a mini Utopia that will be transformed 
and adapted in the future. There is potential for the 
thesis to be adopted on a large scale ‘Utopia’ of the 
likes of ‘the Masdar Development.’ 
Denniston provides the basic necessities for a township 
to grow, including accommodation, on-site resources, 
‘revamped infrastructure’, ‘civic buildings’, and 
‘recreational facilities’ for social interaction to occur. 
The township provides opportunities for decades to 
come. Construction, gardening, farming, tourism and 
artistic occupations are promoted helping to generate 
alternative economies to mining.
The township is completely un-reliant on greater 
New Zealand. Energy is sustainably generated on 
site, and there is a ‘local fresh food’ supply with the 
cultivation of edible vegetation in the vertical farms 
and old mine working tunnels.  
The Denniston Township is a kinetic, mechanical 
environment, created for miners. It is a continuation 
of an environment which they enjoy to live and work 
in. It is completely familiar. 
Historically, the pride and joy of the Buller locals was 
the Denniston Incline – the ‘eighth wonder of the 
world.’ This element was important in defining their 
way of life. By resurrecting the infrastructure, the past 
is seen to genuinely inhabit the present and the future. 
The township transcends the past and lifts the spirits 
of the West Coast people, offering a buy-in, live-in, 
solution. The proposal mediates with the historic site, 
creating another layer of history for occupants to 
enjoy in the next 50 years and beyond. 
The township is unlike anything else built in the 
world. It is architecturally specific to the future of 
New Zealand.  
The town doesn’t conform to any other current model 
of development in New Zealand. The Denniston 
settlement takes a risk, it questions accepted norms 
and is a stepping stone towards an exemplary model 
for urban development in the 21st century. The issue of 
forward thinking is more progressive and important in 
New Zealand than a loyalty to the past. The evolving 
site:
- questions reality,
- influences conceptions of space,
- expresses desires for alternatives, 
- harbours the seeds for future interventions. 
In conclusion the project lifts the miners upwards 
towards the sky, rejuvenating them after spending all 
day underground
The proposal provides vision for the people of the 
West Coast, struggling economically, and despite 
seeming hardened, are emotionally exhausted. Its 
primary aim is to take risk, to suggest alternative ways 
of inhabitation
“The artist is always beginning. Any work of 
art which is not a beginning, an invention, a 
discovery is of little worth.” 
 (Ezra Pound)
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